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The Day I Didn’t Strangle Roe

––––––––
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“I’ll have two double bacon cheeseburgers, a large fry, a strawberry shake, large, and, um...” Roe pauses, scanning the dessert section. “Oh, and a slice of apple pie. Heated, with a scoop of vanilla on top. And, uh, make sure the burgers are medium rare, yeah? Extra bacon, lots of cheese. Ava, you want anything?” she asks, peering over the menu with those light grey eyes.

I scowl, considering the state of my wallet. “Just coffee. Black,” I mutter, clicking my lighter open, shut, and open again.

“She’ll have the pancakes, Dolores. Blueberries with whipped cream. Lots of syrup, too.” Roe winks at the waitress.

Dolores scribbles down the final assault on my wallet and wanders off, probably to weep for humanity in the back.

“I said I didn’t want anything sweet.” It’s like she’s intentionally trying to piss me off.

“And I said, ‘lots of syrup.’ You need to try new things. It’s good for your soul.”

“My soul is just fine, thanks,” I snap.

“C’mon, live a little. What’s life without a bit of syrupy goodness?”

“It’s a life without diabetes.” I lean forward, my elbows hitting the cool surface of the table. “You do realise I’m paying, right? What, did you miss lunch and dinner for a week or something?”

Roe leans back, stretching her arms along the top of the booth with a smirk. “What’s the matter, Ava? Worried about your wallet or just pissed you didn’t get to order for yourself?”

“Both.”

“You know, you could try enjoying yourself. We’re not in a bloody library.”

“I would enjoy myself more if you weren’t spending my money like it’s your bloody birthday.”

“What’s money for if not to spend, right? Besides, we might be dead by tomorrow. Might as well go out with a full stomach and all.”

I scoff, glancing around the diner. “Full stomach? You ordered enough to feed an entire bloody football team. And don’t talk about dying. It’s bad enough without you jinxing us.”

A laugh bursts from her, loud enough to draw the eyes of the few other patrons. “Ah, always so grim. What are you, my mother?”

“If I were, I’d disown you for sheer idiocy,” I mutter, rolling my eyes. Why the hell am I stuck here with her? Two days, two insufferably long days, and she’s already under my skin like a splinter.

Roe leans forward. “Bet you’re glad I found you bleeding out, though. Not very witchy of you, getting caught like that.”

I bristle. “Shut it, Roe.”

“Look, Ava, I know this isn’t your ideal Friday night, but considering the days we’ve had, I’d say we deserve a bit of grease and sugar.”

A muscle in my jaw ticks. The burnt rubble of a house that used to be her home, the lifeless faces of people she loved. I avert my gaze, focusing on the laminated menu.

“Yeah, well, you could try ordering something that doesn’t involve clearing out the kitchen,” I mutter, annoyance spiking as my stomach churns.

Roe’s smirk doesn’t waver. “What can I say? I eat my feelings, and I’m very emotional right now. I deserve a little comfort food.”

The waitress returns, slamming down a glass of water and my coffee before disappearing again.

“A little? Those calories aren’t going to burn themselves, Roe.”

“Ah, but that’s where you’re wrong. See, being with you is a workout. My heart’s been racing since we met and it hasn’t stopped once.” Her tone is teasing, but there’s something earnest behind those words that makes my skin crawl in a not entirely unpleasant way.

“Keep your fantasies to yourself. And next time, you’re paying. Or better yet, there won’t be a next time.” Under the table, I press my middle and index finger against my pulse. Irregular, great.

The waitress returns, balancing more plates than physically advisable, and starts unloading them. Roe’s spread covers nearly every inch of the tabletop. The burgers are monstrous, dripping with cheese and layered thick with bacon. The fries are a golden heap, steaming and salty, and her apple pie sits like a promise of future regret, ice cream melting down its sides. And then there’s my plate of blueberry pancakes, drowning in syrup, and a shake that’s practically a monument to strawberries. I almost feel my arteries clogging at the sight.

Roe claps her hands, delighted. “Look at that! Beautiful, isn’t it?”

I scowl, pushing the plate of pancakes slightly away from me. “It’s excessive and wasteful.”

Roe digs into her burger, juices running down her chin. “Don’t be such a sour witch.” She chews loudly, mouth half full as she talks.

“Slow down, you’ll choke.”

Roe winks at me, crumbs on her lips. “Would you save me if I did?”

“Maybe,” I grumble, unsure whether I’m more annoyed by the question or by the fact that I would, indeed, save her. And it annoys me even more that part of me wants to slide over, wipe her mouth, and taste the foolishness that is Roe. But I don’t. Because that’s not what I’m here for. I’m here to keep her alive.

“So, what’s the plan after this? More running, or do you have an actual plan, witchy?” Roe asks through a mouthful of fries.

“First, don’t talk with your mouth full, it’s disgusting. And second, I’m thinking. It’s what people do when they don’t want to end up dead or worse.”

Roe reaches for the strawberry shake. “Dead or worse? Sounds like my kind of night.”

The shake disappears at an alarming rate. There’s something off about her, something more than what she lets on. It bothers me not knowing.

“Just keep your eyes peeled, okay? We’re not exactly in the clear.” I finally stab a fork into the pancakes, the syrup oozing out like blood from a wound.

“Always am,” she says, but her attention is already back on her pie.

I sigh. This is going to be a long meal. And possibly an even longer night.

I take a bite of my pancakes. It’s an assault, the sugar hitting my tongue like a sucker punch, disgustingly delightful in a way that makes me want to groan. I chew slowly, pretending each mouthful isn’t an explosion of flavours that, quite frankly, are fucking delicious. It’s irritating how good it is, how the sweet syrup mingles with the tart berries, and I hate that I don’t hate it.

“Not your cup of tea, huh?” Roe teases, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.

“It’s like eating a sugar bomb,” I grumble, pushing the pancakes around my plate. “Designed to induce a diabetic coma.”

Roe chuckles, tearing off another chunk of her burger. “Trade you one of these heart-stoppers for your berry disaster?”

Meat over this sugary shit any day. “Deal.”

Roe slides her plate toward me, the burger still half intact, lettuce and tomato peeking out.

We swap plates, and I grab the burger, taking a large bite. The meat is perfectly cooked, juicy, and flavorful, mingling with the sharpness of the cheese and the crisp texture of the bacon. It’s bliss, and I have to hold back a moan. It’s almost obscene how much I enjoy this.

“Better?” Roe asks as she digs into the pancakes.

“It’s passable,” I lie, swallowing another mouthful of the delicious burger.

Roe laughs, syrup smudging her face. “You’re the worst liar, Ava. You’re practically making love to that burger.”

I roll my eyes and drop the burger down with a sloppy squelch. “How are you so... fine with all this? Most people would be losing their shit.”

Roe licks syrup off her fork. “What can I say? I’m a fast learner. Besides,”—she pauses—“Twilight.”

I choke on my coffee. “You’re shitting me. Twilight? That’s how you’re processing all this?”

Roe’s shoulders shake with laughter, her eyes crinkling at the corners. “Hey, don’t knock the power of teenage vampire romance. Made the idea of the supernatural kinda sexy, didn’t it?”

Fucking unbelievable. She’s not freaking out because she likes Twilight. Of all the asinine, ridiculous—

“Twilight. You’re seriously using Twilight to anchor your acceptance of a world where things actually want to kill you, not date you.”

Roe wipes her mouth with a napkin. “Well, when you put it like that, it does sound a bit stupid. But if Bella can handle a emo vampire boyfriend, I can handle some monsters.”

I press my fingers to my temples, feeling a headache brewing. “Roe, we’re not in a bloody romance. This is life or death. Real monsters aren’t going to whisk you away into the moonlight; they’re more likely to rip you apart.”

“But you won’t let that happen, right?” Roe’s tone softens, her gaze piercing as it meets mine. “I mean, you’re here, you’re real, and you’ve saved my ass more than once already.”

It’s unsettling how she looks at me. Like I’m some kind of hero. It’s not admiration—it’s expectation. And it’s bloody terrifying because I know the day might come when I won’t live up to it.

I sigh, pushing my plate away. “Just—don’t use Twilight as a reference point for anything real, okay? This isn’t a game.”

Roe nods. “Got it. No more Twilight. Just real, badass Ava saving the day.”

“Yeah, ‘badass Ava’ is going to strangle you if you keep bringing up Twilight.”

Roe raises her hands in surrender. “Fair enough. But for the record, you’re totally the Edward in our dynamic.”

The bell above the diner door jingles a too-cheerful note as three figures step inside, shaking off the drizzle like dogs after a swim. My spine stiffens the moment I catch sight of them through the reflection in the window. Their clothes are messy—shirts torn, jeans scuffed like they’ve been rolling around in a fight or worse. It’s their eyes that cinch it for me; one’s got irises the colour of old blood, another’s a sickly yellow, and the last—a girl—her eyes an unnatural shade of green. Werewolves, without a bloody doubt.

“Shit,” I mutter under my breath, my hand tightening around the mug.

Roe slurps her milkshake with a satisfied sigh. She catches my expression and frowns. “What? Is there something on my face?”

“Worse. There’s trouble on our doorstep. We need to go. Now.” I nod subtly towards the newcomers. They’re scanning the diner now, looking for something—or someone.

“I haven’t finished my shake.”

“Listen, you daft cow, we need to leave.”

Roe twists around. She studies them for a beat, then shrugs and turns back to me. “What, are you jealous of their vibrant eye colors or something?”

I resist the urge to throttle her right there. “Roe, for fuck’s sake, they’re werewolves.”

“Werewolves? Really?” Roe’s eyebrows shoot up. “Cool. But my milkshake, Ava. Chill.”

Cool? Chill? “When a werewolf is in the room, you don’t bloody chill. You run. Or fight. But considering our current armament, I vote run.”

The werewolves make their way to the counter, their movements too fluid, their smiles too sharp. I know they’re hunting, and an eatery this small doesn’t offer many places to hide.

Roe finally sets down her empty glass with a clatter. “Alright, drama queen, let’s go then.” She salutes the waitress and slides out of the booth.

Too late. The werewolves’ attention snaps to us, their nostrils flaring as they scent the air. The guy with blood-coloured eyes locks his gaze on me, a slow grin spreading across his face.

“Evenin’, ladies,” he calls out, his voice a low growl that sends a shiver down my spine. “Why don’t you join us for a bite?”

Roe stiffens, her earlier flippancy evaporating. “What’s the play here, Ava?”

“Follow my lead and keep your head down,” I whisper back, wincing as I slide out of the booth, vision darkening momentarily.

The smallest werewolf, the girl with the green eyes, lunges. My instincts urge me to dodge, but I stand my ground, letting her claws rake across my arm. Pain sears through me—a raw, vicious sting that feels like fire. I suppress a hiss, focusing on the droplets of blood beading on the surface of my skin.

Perfect.

I shove Roe towards the cracked vinyl.“Stay the fuck down,” I hiss.

As blood drips to the floor, I flick my wrist sharply as if cracking a whip. The blood responds instantly, swirling and rising into the air, forming a long, sinuous tendril that whips through the space between us and the werewolves—my favourite spell.

“Shit, Ava, what the fuck?” Roe calls out.

Green-eyes recoils. I lash out with the whip. It wraps around her leg with a wet snap, and I pull, sending her crashing into a table.

Her comrades snarl and move to flank me, but I’m already swinging the whip again, extending it in an arc that catches Yellow-eyes across the face.

“You bitch!” Red-eyes growls, charging me.

I sidestep, more nimble than he expected, and send another lash of my blood whip curling around his throat. It tightens with a squeeze that could crush tracheas. I pull him close, his face inches from mine, and smile.

“Wrong move, pup,” I hiss and fling him through the front window. The glass shatters with a crash, showering the pavement with shards that glint like diamonds.

My hands tremble, and I tighten my grip, feeling the wet slipperiness between my fingers. It’s okay. It’s okay. My heart pounds, roaring in my ears.

“Jesus, Ava, you’re—"

“Quiet,” I say flatly, watching the werewolves regroup. The girl is limping, the yellow-eyed one is holding his bleeding face, and their leader is trying to extricate himself from a pile of broken glass.

My fingers tingle, and I begin to lose feeling.  “You should run while you can!” I call out to them, my voice echoing slightly in the now-silent diner. The remaining patrons are either hiding or have fled, sensible creatures.

Roe peeks over the booth. “Is it over?”

“Not yet.”

I step outside, the bell jingling once more. Roe is right behind me, a hand clutching the back of my coat as if she could hold me back from Hell itself. Cute, really. Fucking useless but cute.

Green-eyes lunges again—stupid creature. I snap my whip forward, catching her around the neck. The whip tightens, slicing through fur and flesh with ease. I pull, and the satisfying sound of tearing sinew mixes with the werewolf’s pained howl—blood sprays, warm and metallic-smelling.

“You like that, huh?” I sneer at the creature as she collapses, gurgling and twitching on the ground. My heart pounds with a vicious kind of joy.

The other two growl, their eyes wild. They rush me simultaneously—a foolish move. Red-eyes tries to overpower me. Idiot. I slide under his guard, whip slicing through his fur. He falls, clutching at the tear in his side.

The third werewolf snaps at my face. I lean back, feeling the rush of his foul breath, and then strike. My whip cracks through the air, striking his knee. The snap of bone is crisp, and he collapses with a scream. I’m on him in a heartbeat, my boot pressing down on his throat.

“Tell your masters.” I lean in close. “Tell them Ava de la Roche sends her regards.”

His eyes widen, and with a swift twist, I end his misery. The crunch is satisfying. Breathing heavily, I reel my blood back in, letting it absorb back into the cut on my arm, which heals almost instantly. Fucking handy, that. I stand, turning to find Roe staring at me. 

“You didn’t have to kill them,” she whispers, voice trembling.

I wipe my bloodied hand on my pants. “Didn’t I?” I challenge, stepping closer to her.

Her eyes flick down to my lips and then away. “You’re not human.”

“I’m not,” I reply, the truth slipping out because, fuck, I need her to know. She needs to know who’s protecting her—what she’s dealing with.

Roe takes a step back, eyes searching mine. “What are you?”

“Tonight?” I smirk, my mood shifting as I glance back at the bodies. “Your saviour.”
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I Didn’t Ask for This, But Here We Are










Christ, she looks like a kicked puppy—no, a sad, wet cat, exactly that.

Outside, Roe hunches under the narrow overhang of my porch, her shoulders bunched. The denim of her shirt is plastered to her skin, outlining the jut of her collarbones and the lean muscle of her arms. I don’t invite her in, and it’s obvious she doesn’t in any way.

She’s shivering, the kind of violent, uncontrollable shaking.

Pathetic.

I turn away, disgusted—not for the first time since meeting Roe. The idea of letting her into my space repulses me.

I take a long drag from my cigarette. I should feel bad, maybe, but I don’t. I flick the ash onto the floor, watching it scatter—a perfect metaphor for my fucks given, which are precisely zero.

“Going to sit out there all night?” I call out.

Roe looks up, her light grey eyes wide. “I’m fine here,” she shouts back, voice barely rising over the storm’s roar.

I press my forehead against the cool glass. “Don’t be an idiot. You’ll freeze out there, and I’m not having your ghost haunt my doorstep.” Fuck, why do I care?

“And watch you go all American Psycho? I’ll pass.”

“Oh, come off it. I wasn’t putting on a show for an audience. Get in.”

She hesitates, then pushes herself up, shuffling towards the door. I snuff out my cigarette and move over, swinging it open. She slips past me, not meeting my eyes. I grimace at the puddles forming, the mud smearing.

“Thanks.”

“Don’t get used to it.” I slam the door.

The living room is a battlefield of trash. Dirty clothes and takeaway containers—Chinese, Thai, pizza—a United Nations of bad eating habits. A stack of old newspapers leans precariously against the wall, topped by a half-empty bottle of whiskey.

“Jesus Christ. You live like this?”

“I work a lot,” I snap, my accent thickening as my annoyance spikes. “And I don’t have time for cleaning. Or cooking. Or much of anything.”

I watch her peel off her sodden shirt, revealing a white tank top clinging to her skin, outlining every curve. Dammit, why do I have to notice?

She catches me looking and smirks. “Enjoying the view?”

I scowl, turning away. “In your dreams, love.” I nod towards the bathroom. “Dry off.”

“Thanks.” She makes her way to the bathroom.

I collapse into the lone armchair, my body aching. It’s dull now, pain mixed with an irritating need I can’t quite shake.

Roe emerges a few minutes later, hair damp and dishevelled. She doesn’t sit, instead leaning against the wall near the door.

“So, planning to tell me why you reek of fear, or is it just the new eau de parfum for sad, lost puppies?”

“Guess I’m not used to seeing someone enjoy killing quite so much.”

“You’d better get used to it, or you’re worse off than I thought.”

“So, what’s the plan, witch? You’ve got all sorts of nasties on our tail.”

I cross my arms. “We’ll need to move soon. Lay low. Maybe head north. Less chance of them finding us there.”

“North sounds good. Cold as hell, but good.”

“Scared of a little frostbite?”

“You’ll keep me warm.”

Damn her.

“Sit down,” I snap, motioning to the only clear space on the couch. It’s covered in cat hair, even though I don’t own a cat. How does that even happen? “I’ll make tea.”

“Tea? That’s very British of you.”

“It’s good for calming the nerves.”

I head to the kitchen, which isn’t much better than the living room. Countertops are invisible under mountains of dirty dishes and food wrappers. The sink is full of murky water, and I spy a few forks sticking out like they’re trapped in quicksand. 

Roe wanders in and opens the fridge, immediately slamming it shut. “God, what died in there?”

“Better question is, what hasn’t died in there.”

“How can you even function in this mess?”

“Focus on the job, not the junk.”

I fill the kettle and set it on the stove. As the water heats, I rummage through my cupboards, looking for the good crumpets. The ones I hide from anyone else. This woman doesn’t deserve them, but it’s what I’ve got. I pull them out, along with some butter. I might live like a slob, but I take my tea and crumpets seriously.

“You’re really into this British thing, huh? Tea and crumpets?”

“Yes, Roe, it’s called being British. You should try it sometime—having a culture.”

“Ouch, shots fired. You’re very protective of your tea and crumpets, huh?”

“They’re all I have,” I retort, more sharply than I intend. But it’s true. Sometimes, the simplest things mean the most. “Do you want tea or not?”

“Tea sounds good. Can’t say I’ve ever had a crumpet, though.”

Uncultured swine.

“Is that one?” She points to the small, round bread I’m holding.

“Yes. This is a crumpet. It’s not that exotic.” I shove one into the toaster, watching as she moves closer.

“Hey, I didn’t grow up with this fancy British stuff. I’m a simple American girl.” She leans against the counter, too close for comfort.

I busy myself with the tea, carefully pouring boiling water over the leaves. 

“This is cozy.” Roe picks up a fancy ceramic mug. “Do you have a dungeon in the basement, or is that too cliché?”

“Just because I hunt monsters doesn’t mean I live like one. Besides, dungeons are damp and bad for my hair.”

She laughs. “Right, because your hair is your biggest concern.”

“Can you not be an ass for five minutes?”

“Sorry, it’s a chronic condition. Need any help?”

“I’d rather not have you burn my house down, thanks.”

“Harsh. What kind of tea is it?”

“English Breakfast,” I reply, setting the pot on the tiny kitchen table with mismatched mugs. I place the crumpets beside the tea, and she reaches for one immediately.

“Wait.” I slap her hand away, and she flinches harder than I expect. “You eat it like this.” I grab a crumpet, slather it with butter, and shove it into her hand.

She takes a bite, and her eyes light up. “Damn, that’s good.”

“Of course it is. It’s British.”

I think it’s time to lay down some ground rules. Roe needs to know what she’s up against. She’s been clueless and lucky so far, but luck runs out.

“Roe,” I start, my tone serious. “You’re new to this supernatural shit. You need to know what we’re dealing with.”

She nods, but her focus is on the crumpet she’s devouring. Jesus Christ, it’s like she’s never eaten before.

“First, werewolves. Silver bullets, right? Classic but effective. Aim for the heart or head. It’s not just about firing randomly; precision is key. They’re strong and fast, especially during a full moon. Don’t try to take one on alone.”

Roe looks up, crumbs on her lips. “Got it. Silver bullets. Easy enough.”

“Then, there’s vampires. They’re tricky. Immortal, of course, and they heal fast. Sunlight, garlic, holy water, stake to the heart. Decapitation and fire works too, but gets messy, especially fire. You don’t wanna be close to them when they go up in flames. They’re also cunning, manipulative. Don’t fall for their charm."

“Like in the movies?”

“Yes, exactly like in the movies. Except they won’t glitter in the sun, they’ll burn. And they’ll tear your throat out given half the chance.”

Her attention drifts back to the plate of crumpets—bloody hell.

“And then there’s demons,” I press on. “They come in all shapes and sizes, each with their own weaknesses. Exorcism, holy weapons, specific rituals. They’re tricky bastards. Don’t engage unless you have to. They can be unpredictable.

I catch her eye for a moment, wondering if she senses anything off about me. But Roe just blinks, looking more interested in the butter seeping into her crumpet.

“Jesus. Are you even paying attention?”

“What? Yeah, werewolves, silver, vampires, stakes, demons, run. Got it.”

I sigh. “This isn’t a joke. These things will kill you if you’re not careful.”

“Relax, Ava. I’m listening,” she says. “Just keep talking. I’m taking mental notes.”

“Fine,” I grumble. “Next on the list: spirits and ghosts. They’re usually bound to something—an object, a place. Destroy the binding and you get rid of the spirit. Salt and iron can keep them at bay.”

“Salt and iron? Like in Supernatural?”

I glare at her. “Supernatural’s got some things right, sure. But this isn’t a TV show, Roe. This is real life.”

“Alright, alright. What else?”

“Witches,” I say, pointing to myself. “Not all of us are bad, obviously, but the ones that are? They’re dangerous. Spells, curses, hexes—they can make your life a living hell. Best defence is knowing your own counter-magic or, if all else fails, a good old-fashioned bullet.”

“That sounds more like it. I love guns.”

“You’re not getting it, are you? This isn’t a bloody action movie. These creatures—they rip, they tear, they enjoy it. When we go out there, it’s kill or be killed. You can’t hesitate.”

“I understand. It’s just a lot to take in at once.”

“Do you?” I snap. “Because if you freeze, it’s not just your life on the line. They’ll tear through you to get to me, and I’m not about to let that happen.”

Roe shifts, her gaze dropping to her scarred hands, cigarette burns disappearing under her sleeves. “I won’t freeze,” she murmurs.

I’m not entirely convinced. “Alright, this one’s critical,” I say, voice sharp. “Shapeshifters.”

“Yeah, yeah, got it. Shapeshifters.”

“Are you even listening? This could save your life.”

Roe straightens a bit, clearly taken aback by my tone. “Alright, I’m listening. Jeez.”

“There are two types of shapeshifters,” I start, trying to keep my frustration in check. “The first kind can shift into different people. They can mimic anyone—voice, appearance, everything. There’s no surefire way to tell when they’re in human form. You just have to guess and hope you won’t be betrayed.”

Roe nods, her eyes finally meeting mine with a semblance of seriousness. Good. Maybe she’s finally getting it.

“The second kind,” I continue, “shifts into animals. They’re hard to spot, but there are tells. Their eyes—they’re too human. And they might do human things. I once caught a cat making breakfast.”

“A cat making breakfast?”

“Yes, Roe. A cat making breakfast. It was making scrambled eggs if you must know. It’s the little things that give them away.”

“Alright, that’s...weird. How do you kill them?”

I sigh. “In their human form, they’re as vulnerable as anyone else. In animal form, aim for the head or the heart. They’re tough, but they’re not invincible.”

“Got it,” she says, finally seeming to absorb the information. “So, if I see a dog reading the newspaper, I should probably shoot it.”

“Only if you’re sure. Mistakes can be costly.”

“Understood,” she says, and for the first time, I think she might actually mean it.

I take a deep breath. Shapeshifters are the trickiest to deal with. They’re too good at blending in, at making you question everything you know. I’ve seen friends killed by imposters, seen trust shattered in an instant. I don’t want Roe to face that kind of betrayal.

“You need to be careful,” I say softer this time. Shapeshifters can be anyone—your best friend, your family. They can make you doubt your own mind.”

“Sounds like you’ve had some experience with them,” she says, her tone unexpectedly gentle.

“More than I’d like.”

She reaches out and puts her hand on my arm. “I’ll be careful, I promise.”

I pull away. “Just make sure you are. I don’t have time to babysit you. Look, the point is, it’s not about memorising a bloody handbook. It’s about instinct. About knowing when to fight and when to run. Can you do that, Roe? Can you follow my lead?”

“I can follow your lead, Ava.”

Good, she’s got spirit. But spirit doesn’t keep you alive. Skill does. I could train her, prepare her, sharpen her into a weapon. I can work with that. But as much as her ineptitude annoys me, I’m worried she might get hurt.

“Alright then,” I concede with a nod. “We’ll leave tomorrow. First light. Be ready.”

“I’ll be ready.”

“You’re on the couch,” I announce, pointing to the lumpy, old sofa.

Roe looks at it, then at me. “That’s where I’m sleeping?”

“Yes. You think I’d let you in my bed? Not a chance.”

“Looks like it might eat me in my sleep."

“Stop whining.”

I start clearing it off, shoving clothes, empty cans, and takeaway boxes onto the floor. Roe watches with an amused smirk.

“I guess I’ve slept in worse places,” she says, stretching her arms above her head.

“Yeah, well, I want you somewhat comfortable. Don’t need you bitching about a sore back tomorrow.”

After a few minutes, it’s about as good as it’s going to get. “There. It’s not the Ritz, but it’ll do.”

Roe drops onto the couch, testing it with a little bounce. “Not bad.”

I grab an old blanket and a couple of pillows from the closet and toss them onto the couch. As I'm rummaging, I find a stuffed duck. It’s bright yellow, worn, and admittedly ridiculous. It was never mine; it belonged to my dog. Yeah, I had a dog. The stuffed duck was his favourite toy, not mine. I’m not childish, but Roe seems exactly the type. I stare at it for a moment before throwing it onto the couch.

Roe picks it up and squeezes it. “A duck?”

“It used to be my dog’s. Don’t get any ideas—I’m not sentimental,” I add quickly. I don’t do sentimental. Not anymore. “You just seem like the type who sleeps with a stuffed animal.”

She laughs, a light, genuine sound. “I guess it’s company.”

“Don’t name it,” I warn her, half-joking but serious enough. The last thing I need is for her to get attached to anything.

“I won’t.”

“Just get some sleep. We’ve got a long day ahead,” I mutter, shoving the last bit of clutter off the couch.

She arranges the pillows and blanket, making herself a little nest.

I turn to leave, but she calls out, “Hey, Ava?”

“What?” I snap, spinning back around.

“Thanks,” she says softly, hugging the stuffed duck.

I nod, trying to ignore the lump in my throat. “Goodnight, Anna.”

Roe’s eyes widen, but she doesn’t say anything. I curse silently, pretending I didn’t just call her that. I force a nonchalant shrug and head to my room, closing the door behind me.

I lean against the door, feeling my heart race. Stupid. So stupid.
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​Chapter Break
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Maybe I Should Kill Her Myself—Joking, Obviously

––––––––
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I sit in my leather armchair, watching her sleep because, yes, apparently, I’ve hit the Edward Cullen stage of desperation.

Roe’s chest rises and falls gently under the thin blanket. Her face is uncharacteristically serene. I hate it.

Her hair is a mess, sprawled across the pillow like a goddamn bird’s nest, and there’s a slight drool stain forming at the corner of her mouth. Attractive, right? Yet, I can’t look away. Something about her pulls at the demonic part of me, an annoying itch I can’t scratch away.

“Jesus, what am I doing?” I whisper to myself, rubbing my temples.

Roe’s just a loser, definitely a loser. But beneath that, there’s something undeniably powerful. It pisses me off not knowing. The supernatural doesn’t hide from me, not ever. I know things; it’s what I do. But here I am, stumped by this...this infuriating woman.

I shift in the chair, my wounds aching slightly. I remember how the asphalt felt cold under my hands as I pushed myself up, my body screaming with pain. The damn werewolves and that smug warlock thought they’d had the last laugh, leaving me to bleed out like roadkill.

Just as I got to my feet, headlights blinded me. Then, bam! The world spun, and I hit the pavement again, this time courtesy of a beat-up Chevy Nova. It wasn’t fast enough to break anything—just a love tap from fate via a crappy driver. But it fucking hurt like a bitch.

“What the actual fuck? What the hell are you doing on the road?” The driver’s voice was sharp. “You tryin’ to die?”

I tried to focus, squinting through the blood dripping into my eyes. The figure storming towards me was tall, broad-shouldered, and radiated annoyance. It was Roe, though I didn’t know it at the time.

Roe paused, her eyes taking in my battered form sprawled across the road. “Jesus Christ,” she muttered, faltering for a split second. “You’re bleeding all over the place. What the fuck happened to you?”

“You hit me with your car.”

“Don’t flatter yourself. It was barely a tap.” Roe looked like she’d rather be anywhere else, but she sighed heavily, dragging a hand through her messy brown hair. “Fuck, I’m gonna have to take you to the hospital, aren’t I?

I could barely see her through the blood in my eyes, but I managed a solid “Fuck off,” hoping she’d get back in her car and drive away. Let the night and the creatures in it swallow me up. It’d be quieter, at least.

But no, Roe had other plans. She scoffed. “Yeah, okay. Bleed out in the road. That’s a plan. Brilliant.”

I tried to push myself up, anger boiling at her audacity. “Did I fucking stutter? Leave. Me. Here.”

“Do you know how much shit I could get in if you die here? No thanks. Get in the car.”

Her concern was touching, truly.

Roe helped me up—a bit too roughly, if you ask me—and practically shoved me into the passenger seat. I winced as my wounds protested.

She drove with one hand, the other holding a makeshift bandage to my side. Every time I shifted, trying to ease the pain or get away from her too-close presence, she swore.

“You’re the worst fucking passenger,” she snapped.

“You’re the one who hit me,” I retorted, my voice nothing more than a hiss.

“You’re the one jaywalking in the middle of the night.”

When we reached the hospital, I expected—hoped—she’d dump me at the entrance and drive off. But she didn’t. She fucking stayed. Parked her ass in one of those God-awful plastic chairs like she had nothing better to do at two in the morning.

I lean closer, my eyes narrowing. There’s a warmth coming from her, a soothing hum of power that doesn’t align with any human I’ve ever met. And trust me, I’ve met plenty.

She shifts in her sleep, murmuring something incoherent, and the moonlight catches the scars on her arms—those fucking cigarette burns. It makes my blood boil. Not out of sympathy—fuck sympathy—but out of sheer, irritated curiosity about who the hell thought it was a good idea to mark her like that. If they’re trying to claim her, they’re going to have a nasty surprise. She’s already under my skin, and I don’t share my toys.

Leaning over, I pull the blanket up to her chin. Her body shifts, burrowing deeper into the couch. I rest my chin on my hand. My gaze lingers on the soft curve of her cheek, the way her lips part just slightly.

Bloody hell, I need a distraction.
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​Chapter Three
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Let’s See If I Can Go Five Minutes Without Wanting to Punch Roe

––––––––
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The sun isn’t even a proper bastard yet, just a sly hint of light sneaking past the thick curtains of my kitchen window. I’m up, obviously.

I’ve decided—God knows why—to make breakfast.

Cracking eggs with a single hand, I mutter, “Should’ve just gotten cereal.” The eggs hit the pan with a hiss.

While the eggs slowly set, I slice into the avocados, twisting out the pit. I chop them into neat, even pieces and scoop them out of the skin, adding just a pinch of salt.

It’s supposed to be healthy. Apparently, taking care of a human involves less bacon and more greens. Fuck that, honestly. And three dollars for an avocado? That’s robbery, which is why I stole them.

I glance over my shoulder at Roe, sprawled on the couch, still clutching that duck. She’s snoring softly.

The eggs coagulate from liquid gold to a fluffy, pale yellow mass. I poke at them with the spatula.

Coffee. I move to the machine and fill it with water and grounds. It’s an old, battered thing that grumbles and groans as it works. The rich and bitter aroma of brewing coffee fills the air. I find myself staring at the dark liquid dripping into the pot. Why do I even care if she likes cream in her coffee?

Pouring the coffee into a mug, I add just a splash of cream, watching it swirl. Darkness gives way to a lighter, softer brown.

The sizzle of the eggs calls me back. I shuffle over and slide them onto a plate next to the avocado.

Plate in hand, I walk over to where Roe lies. Still out cold. I set the plate and mug on the coffee table. With a sigh, I nudge Roe’s shoe with my boot. “Oi, wake up. Breakfast’s getting cold.”

Her only response is a grumble and a vague swatting motion.

“Roe!” I kick her shoe a bit harder this time. “Up. Now.”

This seems to do the trick. Roe’s eyes flutter open, glaring up at me. “Jesus. Ever heard of a gentle wake-up?”

“No.” I cross my arms. “Eat before I throw it out.”

She hauls herself up to a sitting position and rubs her eyes with the heels of her palms. Her hair is a tousled mess, her eyes bleary and unfocused. She looks absolutely wretched. It brings a smirk to my face.

“What’s with the royal breakfast?” Roe’s voice is raspy, thick with sleep.

I shrug. “Figured you’d need something healthy after all the crap you eat.”

Roe reaches for the coffee first, wrapping her fingers around the mug. Her movements are slow, almost painfully so, and it grates on my nerves. “You’re one to talk. Seen your snack drawer.”

“Just eat, will you?”

She takes a sip of the coffee, her expression softening slightly with the first taste. “Not bad, witch. You trying to poison me with kindness?”

“If I wanted you dead, you’d be already.”

Roe chuckles. “Guess I’ll live to annoy you another day then.”

“God help me,” I mutter, moving back to the kitchen, watching her as she starts on the eggs.

Her first bite is cautious, but then her face lights up with genuine surprise. “These are good. You sure you made them?”

“Watch it,” I warn. “I can cook, you know. Not that it’s any of your business.”

Roe hums and digs into her breakfast. Watching her eat, seeing the small signs of pleasure in her gestures, stirs a warmth in my chest.

“Thanks, Ava,” she says after a few moments.

“Don’t mention it. Ever.” I turn away, busying myself with cleaning up the kitchen.

The pan clatters into the sink loudly, a small splash of water hitting my sleeve. “Fuck,” I curse under my breath, flicking the droplets off irritably.

From the corner of my eye, Roe scrapes up the last bits of her breakfast, clearly enjoying every bite. The sight should be satisfying—after all, I made that food—but irritation prickles at me as she leans back, leaving her dirty plate and mug just sitting there on the coffee table like it’s my job to clean up after her.

Turning sharply, I catch her eye and nod towards the dishes. “You going to just leave those there?”

Roe looks at the plate and then back at me. “Oh, sorry, does your maid service not include dish retrieval?”

“Funny. Get your ass up and bring them over here.”

She stretches languorously, which only fuels my impatience. Standing up, she picks up the plate and mug, sauntering over with a smirk.

Roe places them in the sink, and our hands brush. I pull back quickly, scowling. “Was that so hard?”

“Not as hard as you’re making it seem,” Roe retorts, leaning back against the counter beside me. “You always this grumpy in the morning, or is it just my charming presence that brings it out?”

“I’m not grumpy,” I snap. “Just don’t like slobs.”

She eyes the trash surrounding us. “Lucky me, getting to live with a neat freak.”

“Watch it,” I warn. “I could still throw you out, you know.”

“You won’t.”

“Just clean up after yourself. I’m not your mother.”

“Got it, boss.”

I reach up, grab a cloth-wrapped package from one of the cabinets and place it on the counter. “Open.”

She arches a brow but unwraps it.

Inside, there’s a gun. Delilah, my trusty Colt M1911. She’s a beautiful piece. The metal has a matte black finish, and the grip is customised with a subtle dark red. Beside her is a blade forged from the purest silver, its handle wrapped in dark leather.

“Pick one. You’re gonna need it.”

Roe’s gaze flickers between the two, her lip caught between her teeth. Then, she reaches for the blade. “This one.”

The blade is sleek and entirely too elegant for the likes of Roe. She’s probably more likely to cut herself than anything else.

“Fine.” I snatch up Delilah and check her over, ensuring she’s loaded and ready before tucking her into the back of my jeans. The extended mag and muzzle brake gives her a bit more heft.

“No time to teach you how to use it,” I say, handing it to her. “Just... don’t stab yourself. Or me.”

“Great advice, very helpful.”

I’m already heading toward the door. “Let’s go. We’re burning daylight.”

Roe scrambles after me, barely managing to shove her feet into her shoes and grab that stupid duck. She’s tripping over the laces, but she catches up as I swing open the front door, stepping out into the cool, crisp air of early morning.

My truck is a beat-up thing that’s seen better days. The paint peels, and the engine occasionally coughs like a smoker’s wheeze. I unlock it and slide into the driver’s seat—the interior smells of leather and cigarettes.

Roe hesitates at the passenger door, then throws herself in. Clutching the silver blade awkwardly before sheathing it. She places the duck on the dash and adjusts it so it’s looking at me.

“North, right?” Roe asks as I start the engine, rumbling under my hands.

“Yeah.” I don’t offer more. North is as good as any direction when trying to throw off trackers. Besides, it’s away from here. Woodburn is there, too. Darlene might help. Strike that; she will help. And then there’s disgusting Wilde or Tommy.

The truck lurches forward abruptly as I step on the gas. Roe grabs onto the dashboard, eyes wide.

“So, what’s in the north? Your... witch friends?” Roe tries to keep her voice light.

“Not witch friends,” I correct her, eyes on the road. “And it’s none of your concern. Just keep sharp with that blade. I’m not babysitting you if we run into trouble.”

“Got it. Keep sharp. Don’t stab you. Don’t stab myself. Anything else?”

“Don’t talk too much.”

“Too late for that,” she quips, and despite everything, a reluctant smirk tugs at my lips. “So, why exactly are these supernatural freaks after you? And now, technically, me too?”

I sigh. “Well, I might’ve... sort of... fucked over Lucifer.”

“Lucifer? As in Satan?”

“Yeah, though she prefers to be called Lucy.”

“She?” Roe’s voice lifts. “Lucifer is a woman?”

“That’s right.” I flick on the turn signal, though there’s hardly any traffic to warrant it.

“That’s kind of cool.” Roe leans back.

Cool? My grip tightens on the wheel. No, not cool. “Not cool, Roe. What the fuck? How are you so chill about all this?”

Roe chuckles. “Well, it’s not every day you get to hang out with someone who’s pissed off the Devil herself. And a female Devil? That’s badass.”

“Badass? She’s after my head. And now, after yours too.”

She scratches at a burn on her wrist, looking out the window. “How did you even end up on her bad side?”

“I turned her into the SCU. They’ve got her contained now.”

“SCU?”

“It’s a government outfit. Top secret, obviously. It’s called the Supernatural Control Unit. They’re tasked with handling supernatural shit that gets out of hand,” I explain.

“Supernatural shit?” Roe echoes.

“Yeah, like me... and worse.” I glance at her. “They contain powerful beings. Not your everyday vampires or werewolves, but the big leagues—Lucifer, Azrael, any entity that poses a threat or could be used as a weapon.”

“Used as a weapon? Like using Kong to fight Godzilla?”

“Exactly,” I reply. It’s a crude but apt comparison. “They use these powerful beings under their control to deal with other threats. They save the world and keep the rest of us in line—or so they hope.”

“And you turned Lucifer into these guys?”

“Yeah, and now all her friends and associates want me fucking dead. They aren’t too thrilled about their king being locked up and used as an attack dog.”

“Sounds like a major shitstorm.”

“It is. A never-ending one, at that.” I feel a bitter laugh bubbling up, but I suppress it.

“So, we’re basically on the run from demonic hitmen because you ratted out their boss?”

“Pretty much.”

“What’s Lucifer like, then?”

I pause before answering, considering how to describe someone like Lucifer. “Annoyingly sarcastic,” I start, the words tinged with a reluctant fondness. “But genuinely nice, too. She... cared a lot about people, especially humans. She rebelled against God for them, fell for their potential and freedom.”

“Really? Fell from Heaven just because she liked humans that much?”

“Yeah, she was cast out, and after that, she became angry, monstrous even, but that was way before my time. The Lucy I know is more chill. She’s still powerful and frightening when she wants to be, but she’s not the monster stories make her out to be.”

“And you like her?”

I tense up. “I guess you could say that. We got along. Had some... interests in common.” That’s the understatement of the century, but Roe doesn’t need to know the details—not now, not ever.

“Were you two a thing?” But, of course, Roe knows.

The question hits a nerve. “It wasn’t like that. Not really,” I deflect, focusing on the road ahead. My mind, however, betrays me.

Lucy, with her short, soft white hair that felt like feathers between my fingers. I’d run my hand through it, and she’d tilt her head back, looking at me with those light grey eyes that held the stars and a smile that could damn your soul.

I remember one night, the room lit by the soft glow of candlelight. The sheets were black silk, smooth against our skin. My hand was tangled in her hair, marvelling at her entirety.

“Beautiful,” I had murmured, the word slipping out. Lucy smiled, a soft upturn of her lips.

She was gentle. Gentle in a way that felt like it could break the world open. The way she looked at me like I was something precious, it fucked me up more than anything else. Because when you look at the Devil and see beauty, what does that make you?

The worst part? Lucy loved me—truly, madly, deeply. And it terrified me because, for a fleeting moment, I thought I might actually love her back.

But I fucked it all up, didn't I? Betrayed her for reasons she never knew, for a cause she’d laugh at if she knew the truth. The sting of betrayal, the look on her face when she realised what I’d done.

But that’s not something I’m about to share, especially not with Roe.

Thankfully, Roe doesn’t push further. Instead, she shifts in her seat and looks out the window. “Sounds complicated.”

“Everything about her is complicated.”

“Well, I hope she cuts you some slack, considering your history.”

“Yeah,” I mutter, a humourless laugh escaping me. “Me too.”

She fiddles with the radio, cycling through static, pop, rock, and some unholy country song that makes me wish I’d never heard of music. Finally, she settles on classical, Beethoven or some shit. The violins scrape against my nerves. I grip the wheel tighter, the ancient leather steering cover creaking under my fingers.

“Can you stop? Just pick something and leave it.”

“Fine. Classical it is then.”

The sun is starting to set, casting everything in a blood-orange glow.

I clear my throat, trying to sound casual. “Your past. Tell me about it.”

She’s silent for a moment, and I wonder if she’s going to ignore me. But then she speaks, her voice softer than usual. “Not much to tell. My parents were kids when they had me. Too young to handle a baby, so my Aunt Maggie took me in. She was cool as fuck. She used to race, you know. Legit street racing.”

“Street racing?”

“Yeah,” Roe says with a faint smile. “She had this cherry red ‘72 Ford Mustang Mach 1. Thing was a beast. She owned an auto repair, too. Taught me to race when I was barely tall enough to reach the pedals. I was terrified. But Maggie... she had this way of making you feel invincible, like you could do anything. Used to say I had a natural talent for it.”

I can picture it now—Roe as a kid, her face smeared with grease, learning to fix engines and race cars. “Sounds like she was quite the character.”

“She was,” Roe agrees, her voice quiet. “She let me work at the shop, taught me everything. When I was sixteen, she gave me my first car—a beat-up old Chevy. We fixed it up together. Those were good times. She’d have liked you, I think.”

I shake my head. “Doubt that.”

“No, really,” Roe insists. “You two would’ve gotten along."

I doubt it, but I don’t argue. Roe changes the radio again, but this time, I let it slide.

“And your best friend? You mentioned him before.”

A small, sad smile tugs at her lips. “Charlie. The goofiest bastard you’ll ever meet. We met in high school, both of us were outcasts. He had this laugh, you know? Contagious as hell. Could turn the shittiest day around with just one joke.”

“Sounds like a good guy.”

“Yeah. He was. When we were kids, we’d sneak out to the old quarry, get drunk on shitty beer, and talk about running away. Going somewhere better. We were going to see the world together.”

We drive in silence for a while. The only sounds are the rumble of the engine and the occasional crackle of the radio. I hate how vulnerable she looks.

“Roe,” I start, my voice uncharacteristically gentle. “I’m not letting them take anything else from you.”

“Ava...”

“Don’t get mushy on me,” I warn, feeling a flush of heat at my own words. “Just...don’t touch the radio, okay?”

Roe laughs. “Fine, witch. Whatever you say.”

“Tell me more about them,” I say, surprising myself.

“Alright. There was this one time Maggie took me to a race, and we almost got caught by the cops...”
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Maybe I Should Just Give In to the Urges—Nope, Bad Idea

––––––––
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The clock on the dash flickers 11:07 PM. We stop beside the lone pump at a rundown gas station that looks like it hasn’t seen a paint job since the ‘80s. The sign flickers—some letters dead, leaving a ghostly “Ga Statio” hanging. I push the door open, stepping out into the chilly air, and my boots crunch on the gravel. The forest looms around us, dark and dense, perfect for every shitty horror movie ever made.

“Go use the bathroom, if you have to. I’m not stopping again until we get there,” I snap at Roe, who’s still lounging in the passenger seat like she owns it. “And grab some snacks. You’re insufferable when you’re hungry.”

“And what, pray tell, will I be buying these snacks with? Good intentions?”

God, she’s like a child. I sigh, reaching into my pocket and pull out a crumpled wad of bills. I shove the cash towards her through the open window. “Here, take it. And try not to buy the entire store; we’re not made of money.”

She takes the money with a mock salute. “Aye aye, captain.”

Roe hops out of the truck, already bounding towards the station’s shop like a puppy off its leash. I watch her for a moment. She moves with an irritating nonchalance like she hasn’t got a care in the world. I hope she hurries the fuck up.

The pump is ancient, the digital numbers blinking. Inserting my card, I mutter a curse when the machine beeps at me—denied. Of course. Second try, it whirs to life, and I select the grade. I unscrew the gas cap with a sigh and grab the nozzle, slamming it into the tank.

“Taking her sweet time, as always,” I mutter under my breath, the fuel pump clicking to indicate it's full. I replace the nozzle, screwing the gas cap back on.

I stalk around to the back of the truck, the need to check everything—an itch I can’t ignore. It’s probably nothing. Still, it can’t hurt to be sure.

I pop the latch and pull back the tattered canvas cover. My belongings are untouched, still arranged, just as I left them.

My hand brushes over Asphodel, a Marlin Model 1894 lever-action rifle. The metal is cool under my fingers, the engravings catching the light—celestial warfare, angels and demons clashing over and over in a never-ending battle.

Beneath Asphodel, several bags of salt are piled. Rock salt, black, and sea.

I move the bags aside, revealing a bundle of hand-carved wooden stakes. Oak, ash, hawthorn...

Next to it is a random pile of objects: blessed chains, a small crate of homemade incendiaries, a couple of thick, dusty tomes and a sprawl of maps.

And then, there’s the medium-sized cooler. Don’t get excited—it’s not beer.

Lastly, I shift a dusty tarp to reveal a duffel bag. Inside, Hell coins clink softly.

Satisfied that everything is as it should be, I lower the cover and secure the latch.

Turning to lean against the truck, I spot Roe a few feet away, and what I see nearly makes me choke on my own spit. She’s squatting down next to a fucking raccoon, sharing a cigarette with it like they’re old pals at a bar. The raccoon, with its shifty little eyes and grubby paws, actually takes a drag and passes it back to her.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I mutter. A fucking shapeshifter.

“Hey, Ava, you ever seen a raccoon smoke?” She’s too chipper, like a kid showing off a new trick.

“No, and I wish I could say it remained that way,” I reply, voice dry as the cracked pavement under our feet. “That thing could have rabies.”

Roe shrugs. “Nah, he’s a regular here. Aren’t you, Bandit?” She scratches the raccoon’s head, and the creature chitters happily.

At least he seems friendly. “That’s what you’re calling it?”

She chuckles, taking a long drag before she offers it back to the raccoon, who surprisingly declines this time. “You gotta admit, it’s kinda cute,” she says.

“Cute? That’s a wild animal, not a pet. And it’s definitely not sanitary,” I retort, crossing my arms. “Can’t believe you’re making friends with wildlife when we’ve got bigger problems.”

“Jealous, Ava? Want a hit from my new buddy here?”

“I’ll pass. Don’t know where he’s been.”

“Fair enough.” Roe stands, brushing off her jeans as she takes one last drag and then carefully stubs out the cigarette against the sole of her sneaker. Bandit’s little paws pat down his body as if looking for pockets, and then he shrugs—a raccoon shrug, which I now realise exists. “All work and no play. You gotta lighten up sometimes.”

“Lighten up? We’re being hunted, and you’re out here conducting a nicotine summit with Rocket Raccoon.”

She laughs at that, a full, throaty sound that has an irritating way of lightening the air. “Come on, when’s the last time you did something just because it was stupid and fun?”

“Fun is not in my current vocabulary.”

Roe steps closer, leaning against the truck near me. Too close, yet part of me buzzes at her nearness. “Maybe it should be,” she suggests. “Might help with the whole brooding witch vibe you got going on.”

“I do not brood,” I snap.

“Sure, and I don’t smoke,” she quips, smirking.

“What did you even get?” I gesture to the plastic bag she’s holding.

“They had a sale.” She opens the bag, showing an absurd amount of crisps, gummy worms, and some sodas. “I also got you these.” She pulls out a small box of dark chocolate. My one and only weakness.

I snatch the chocolates, grumbling. “Fine. Let’s get out of here before you decide to do something stupid again.”
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The engine gives out with a pathetic sputter, the kind of noise that tells you it’s not just tired. It’s downright dead.

Of course, it would choose the darkest stretch of road with nothing but trees, trees, trees. Typical. Putain de camion de merde. I throw open the door and step out into the chilly night, my boots crunching on the gravel. I immediately miss the warmth of the cab.

“Of bloody course.” I round to the front of the truck and kick the bumper hard, leaving a dent in the metal. “Piece of shit.”

“That’s gonna help,” Roe comments dryly from the passenger side.

“Got any better ideas, or are you just here to critique?”

Roe hops out, not bothering to close the door behind her, and mimics me with a swift kick to the tyre. It doesn’t leave a mark. Instead, she hops back, wincing.

“Ah, fuck!” She clutches her foot, hopping on one leg. “That’s solid, alright.”

“No shit,” I mutter, folding my arms. I survey our surroundings—nothing but trees stretching into blackness. Perfect. Just the place to be stranded with a dead truck and her.

“Why the hell did it stop? You do maintenance on this heap of junk?” Roe asks, limping over to lean against the hood.

“Looked fine yesterday,” I snap. “And it’s not junk. It just... needs a gentle touch.”

“A gentle touch?” She snorts. “Ava, you just kicked it so hard you dented it. If that’s gentle, I’d hate to see rough.”

I roll my eyes. Ignoring her is the best course of action—I remind myself repeatedly. I pop the hood and peer inside. Not that I expect to see anything helpful—I’m no mechanic.

Roe joins me, her shoulder brushing against mine as she looks under the hood. I try to ignore the warmth of her body next to mine.

“Looks like it’s all here.”

“Brilliant deduction.”

Roe chuckles. “We’re stranded, aren’t we?”

I nod, slamming the hood shut. “Unless you’ve got a magic trick up your sleeve, yes, we’re stranded.”

“No magic.” Roe straightens up, brushing her hands on her jeans. “We’ll have to call for a tow. Let’s hope your phone has a signal out here.”

I pull out my phone, and the screen lights up to reveal precisely zero bars. “Great. Just great. No signal. Because, of course, why would anything go right tonight?”

Roe fishes out her own phone, but the result is the same. She lets out a long breath. “Well, this is just perfect. Stranded in the middle of nowhere with a broken truck and no phone signal. Could this night get any better?”

“We’re sitting ducks out here,” I mutter.

“Could be worse. Could be city ducks. Those fuckers get run over.”

I roll my eyes. “Great, we’re forest ducks. Much better.”

“What now then, witchy? We build a bonfire, sing Kumbaya, and wait for a knight in shining armor?”

I scoff, leaning back against the car. “First, fuck Kumbaya. Second, I save myself.”

“Got a plan, then?”

I look down the road, the way we came, and then ahead. “We walk. There’s got to be something or someone out there. Now, let’s hide this damned thing and get moving. Can’t risk some opportunistic twat running off with our stuff.”

Roe nods, and we both push the useless lump of metal deeper into the cover of the trees. The ground is uneven, and the effort irritates me with every inch the truck refuses to move smoothly. Finally, nestled sufficiently out of sight behind a thick curtain of foliage, we throw branches and leaves over it in a pathetic attempt at camouflage.

“Looks good,” Roe says, stepping back to admire our handiwork.

“It looks like shit.”

I stride to the back of the truck. Flicking open the rusted bed cover, I reach for a torch and Asphodel.

Pulling the rifle close, I murmur an incantation, “Que ce grand devienne petit,” while squeezing my hands together, feeling the air compress as the magic takes hold. The rifle shrinks, its form condensing until it’s just a small metallic trinket. I clip the now-keychain to my belt loop. Perfect for discretion and less for Roe to complain about.

“Alright, let’s get moving,” I call out to Roe, shining the flashlight down the road. It’s nothing but a narrow strip of asphalt bordered by shadows of the trees.

Roe, looking a bit lost, falls into step beside me. “Do you even know where we’re going?”

“Not a clue,” I admit with a grimace, “but it’s better than sitting around waiting for a creature to make snack food out of us.” I could be back in a cosy inn, not babysitting a clueless human who probably couldn’t find north with a compass and a guide.

“A blind leading the blind scenario. This should be fun,” Roe mutters.

I flash her a glare. “Just keep close, okay? And try not to do anything stupid. I’m not in the mood to fend off any night creatures because you decided to chase after a squirrel or something.”

“I’m not the one who talks to guns and turns them into keychains.”

“Keep up that wit and I might just leave you for the wolves.”

The torch cuts through the darkness, revealing patches of rough underbrush and the occasional startled animal eyes reflecting back at us. Roe stays closer than usual, and I feel her occasional glances in my direction.

“Seriously though, how are we supposed to find help out here?” she asks after a while, her voice low.

“We walk until we find a road with more traffic, or a house, or anything that looks like civilization. And we avoid anything that looks remotely supernatural,” I respond, scanning the dark woods. “Stay alert.”

Roe tucks her hands into her pockets. “You really think they’re out there, following us?”

“Probably. But it’s never just one thing. When you’ve pissed off as many beings as I have, you’re never really alone,” I say, half-joking but wholly serious.

She shivers. “Well, great. I’m out here in the middle of the night with a magnet for trouble.”

“You’re not exactly a picnic either. But don’t worry, I’ll keep the monsters away. I’ve got my keychain, remember?”

Roe laughs, a short burst that startles a nearby owl into flight. “Yeah, the world’s deadliest keychain. I feel so safe.”

“Good, you should,” I reply, my voice lighter than I feel.

A branch snaps in the distance, and I tense. Roe seems oblivious, humming some tune under her breath.

“You know,” Roe says, “if we don’t make it out before dark, we could always cuddle for warmth. I’ve heard body heat is an excellent survival tool.”

“Keep walking, or I’ll warm you up with a fireball.”

“Promises, promises, witchy.”
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I Need a Drink
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A light glimmers in the distance.

Roe perks up immediately, nearly tripping over her own feet. “Thank fuck,” she breathes. “I’m so done with the dark.”

The light grows brighter as we draw closer, revealing itself to be a neon sign buzzing over the entrance of a rustic-looking bar. Its walls are weathered wood, and the windows are tinted dark.

“Looks cosy,” I remark dryly.

I push the door open, the hinges squeaking. My eyes scan the room quickly, catching glimpses of the clientele. They’re not human. Witches nurse their brews with smiles, werewolves down shots with feral enthusiasm, and a siren croons softly by the bar. I glare at a duo of ogres who eye Roe a bit too keenly. My look says back the fuck off, and they understand, their smiles faltering.

It’s definitely a supernatural bar.

Roe’s hand clutches the hem of my shirt as her eyes lock onto a creature in the corner. It’s draped in black, its eyes glowing a bright green, tentacles where its mouth should be. “Ava, what the fuck is that?” she hisses.

“It’s not our problem, that’s what,” I reply quietly, sliding my hand down her waist.

Everyone’s eyes track the movement. Mine, back the fuck off. “Stop looking like prey.”

She shudders a little, looking down at me. “I’d feel a lot less like prey if you stopped manhandling me like one,” she retorts, but her voice cracks.

“Oh, love,” I breathe. “I’m not the one you need to worry about.” My fingers dig into her side.

We approach the bar, and I lean forward, catching the bartender’s attention—a redcap—a small, angry-looking bastard with a pointed hat stained a deep red. It matches the dried stains under his nails. He’s got a surprisingly efficient setup for someone his size—pulleys and shelves that allow him to reach everything without breaking a sweat.

“I need to use your phone. It’s urgent,” I say, keeping my voice level.

The redcap glares at me and points toward a phone mounted on the wall behind him. “Just don’t call the cops.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it.”

“Ava, are you sure it’s safe here?” Roe whispers.

I glance around, noting the curious stares and the not-so-subtle ebbing away of conversations. “No, but it’s our best shot right now. Just stay close.”

She nods, her grip on my shirt loosening but not leaving. I dial the number from memory. It rings, and rings, and then, “Yeah?”

“It’s Ava. We need a pickup. My truck’s dead, and we’re at—“ I glance around, catching the bar’s name from a neon sign inside, “—the Crossroads Bar.”

“Shit, that’s not a good place to hang out. Hold tight, I’ll be there in thirty.”

I hang up and turn to Roe, forcing a smile that feels more like a baring of teeth. “Help’s on the way. Just half an hour.”

“Half an hour in this freak show? Great.”

“Lower your fucking voice for Christ’s sake.”

I guide Roe to two bar stools that offer a decent view of both the exit and the rest of the patrons. It’s in the corner, offering us a bit of darkness. Settling at the bar, I keep my body angled toward her. Roe’s shoulders are tight, and she glances nervously around the bar every so often.

Roe leans in closer. “So, what's the deal with him?” She nods towards the redcap.

“Redcap. They soak their hats in the blood of their victims. The redder the hat, the more kills they’ve made.” I try to keep my explanation brief. No need to give her nightmares. “They’re also incredibly strong and fast, despite their size. Not someone you want to piss off.”

“Got it. Don’t piss off the tiny murder bartender. Check.”

The redcap checks on us again. “Anything else I can help with?” he asks, voice oddly polite.

“Two drinks,” I tell him with a nod. “Just water for me and something weak for the human, an Angel’s Shot.”

The redcap nods and prepares the drink. It’s clear and shimmering, like liquid starlight, and when he slides it over, it catches the light, casting tiny rainbows across the surface.

“I can handle more than you think,” Roe mutters under her breath.

I lean in, my lips brushing the shell of her ear, not missing the way she stiffens. “Behave,” I hiss, my voice low. “Or I’ll make you.”

It’s an act. I have to make her look like mine so they don’t try anything.

Her breath hitches, and I pull back, satisfied with the flush that creeps up her neck. It’s too easy to rile her up, too easy to feel that pull, even when I don’t want to.

I imagine pressing her up against the wall, her breath coming out in clouds as I—

Fuck. Focus, Ava.

“It’s mild, won’t mess you up. Probably the only thing in here you can drink without growing a third eye or something,” I say with a half-smile.

Roe eyes it warily but takes a sip. Her shoulders relax slightly as the liquid passes her lips. I watch her throat work, the way her Adam’s apple bobs, and it’s suddenly difficult to focus. “Not bad,” she admits, “kind of like... herbal water?”

I nod, sipping my water. It’s fine—I mean, it’s water—though I wish it could be something stronger. Can’t afford that.

“Why just water for you?" Roe asks.

I keep my hand on her waist, my thumb brushing against the fabric of her shirt. “Need to keep my head clear. Besides, I never liked the taste of magic in my drinks.”

I let my hand wander, brushing down the curve of her ass. She stiffens slightly, a quick intake of breath that sends a rush of heat straight to my core. “Easy, love,” I whisper into her ear. My voice is a low purr. “I’ve got you.”

Roe shivers, leaning into me. “I know,” she murmurs. “Just—everyone’s looking at us.”

“Let them look.” I squeeze, just lightly. “God, you’re killing me, Roe.”

She chuckles nervously. “Sorry. I’m not trying to—I just...” Her words falter as I nudge her closer to the bar, pressing her into it with my body.

“Shh,” I cut her off, my hand moving to her front, teasing the edge of her waistband. I shouldn’t be doing this. But fuck, the way she’s looking at me right now, lips parted, cheeks flushed... I want to devour her right here against the cold, hard surface of this bar. “Don’t talk.”

She grips my arm. “Ava—”

I can feel the eyes on us, but I don’t care.

“What are you doing to me?”

I trail my lips down her neck. “Exactly what you think I am, darling,” I say against her skin, feeling her tremble under my words. My other hand settles a bit too snugly on her hip, fingers pressing into soft flesh. “And God, I want to do so much more.”

“Fuck,” she gasps, head falling back, exposing her throat. I restrain the growl that threatens to escape. Not here, not now. I want her badly, and it’s a struggle to keep myself in check.

Reluctantly, I pull back. “Relax, I’m not going to ravage you in front of all these monsters,” I whisper. The lie tastes like sin because if I could, I would. Here, there, everywhere—fuck, the things I’d do to her if I let myself go.

“I’d like to see you try.”

Oh, I could. The challenge in her tone is almost my undoing. But not yet. This isn’t the time.

“Not here,” I say. “Later.”

“Promise?”

“Promise.”

A vampire—with slicked—back hair, piercing blue eyes, and a smile that doesn’t reach his eyes—slides closer to Roe. His approach is slow but confident, like he’s used to getting whatever he wants without much fuss. He leans on the bar, his gaze not on his drink but on Roe.

Roe shifts closer to me, and my fingers touch my keychain. His presence is a clear challenge.

“Can I help you?” I snap.

He looks me over with a smirk. “Just being friendly. It’s not often we see new faces around here, especially not ones so... enchanting.”

Roe recoils, and that’s all the cue I need. I stand, my height matching his. “She’s not interested. Back off.”

“No need to get hostile, witch. I’m just—“

The door swings open with a force that silences the room. Darlene Glascott, the Sheriff of Woodburn, steps in. A black wide-brimmed boater hat sits atop her dark curls, shadowing eyes that burn like hellfire. Her trench coat billows as she walks, spurs clicking against the floor. Religious symbols of all kinds hang from her belt.

“Evenin’, folks.” Darlene’s voice is smooth yet commanding. “I hope I’m not interrupting anything important.”

The vampire backs off immediately. “Sheriff Glascott,” he nods with a forced smile as he retreats.

Darlene turns her fiery gaze to me, barely hidden beneath the black-tinted lenses of her circular glasses. “Ava, causing trouble again?”

“No trouble that comes uninvited,” I reply, my tone cooling.

“Seems like your kind of trouble follows you everywhere.”

Roe looks between Darlene and me. “You know her?”

Darlene extends a hand, her demeanour shifting to something more approachable yet no less formidable. “Darlene Glascott, at your service. I keep the peace ‘round these parts. And you must be?”

“Marian Roe,” she replies, taking Darlene’s hand. “Just Roe, though.”

“Roe, then. Stick close to Ava. She knows her way ‘round trouble better than most.”

“Thanks for the save,” I tell Darlene.

“Just doing my job,” she replies with a wink. “Now, let’s get you two out of here before any other ‘friendly’ faces decide to join us.”

Darlene leads us to her truck, and damn, it’s a beauty—a sleek, black pickup that gleams from the single streetlight. I’m not jealous. Definitely not. It’s just an acute observation that her truck is infinitely better than my hunk of junk.

“So, where’s your ride?” Darlene asks as she unlocks the truck with a beep that sounds like it belongs to a vehicle fresh off the showroom floor.

“About twenty minutes down the road,” I grumble, “We pushed it off into the trees and tried to cover it up a bit. Might be a bit hard to spot in the dark.”

Darlene nods, climbing into the driver’s seat. “No problem. I’ve got a winch and some good lights. We’ll find it.”

Roe and I climb into the spacious cab. The leather seats and clean interior remind me of what a real vehicle feels like. I’m definitely not jealous.

There’s a little Jesus figure on the dash, and I glare at the little fucker.

As we drive, my attention switches to the passing scenery. Roe seems exhausted, slumping a bit in her seat.

“You okay?” I ask, my voice softer than usual.

She manages a tired smile. “Yeah, just a lot, you know?”

I nod, understanding more than I let on. “Yeah. It’s never just a quiet night out with me.”

Darlene’s laughter fills the cab. “Ain’t that the truth. But you two did good back there. Not everyone can handle a bar full of supernaturals.”

I glance at her. “You get that a lot around here?”

“More than you’d think,” she replies. “Humans tend to wander where they shouldn’t.”

“So, Darlene, you’re like... the sheriff here, right?” Roe asks.

“I suppose I am, but not the kind you’re thinking of. I don’t deal with parking tickets or bar brawls unless they involve a bit more... fang and fur, you could say. Every town has someone like me—a sort of unofficial sheriff for the supernatural folks. Keeps things from turning into the Wild West.”

“What’s the weirdest case you’ve ever handled?” she probes, leaning closer like a gossipy neighbour.

Darlene’s eyes light up. She throws a glance, catching my scowl, and smirks. “Oh, that would have to be the supernatural freeze tag incident.”

I groan silently. Not this ridiculous story again.

“Freeze tag?” Like, the kid’s game?”

“Yeah,” Darlene nods, a grin spreading across her face. “And not just any freeze tag. This game involved werewolves, vampires, and even a wendigo.”

“In broad daylight?”

“Moonlight, actually. Full moon. They were all adults, mind you. But things got... heated when a certain witch,” she gives me a pointed look, “accused the wendigo of cheating. Thought she was unfreezing herself.”

Roe snorts, turning to me. “Seriously, Ava? You caused a scene over freeze tag?”

The memory burns hot on my cheeks. “It was suspicious! She kept popping up like a damn jack-in-the-box every time I turned around.” My voice is sharp, and I hate that it shows how much it still bothers me.

“Had to pull in a couple of favors. Got a warlock to review the ‘playback,’” Darlene explains, air-quoting with one hand on the wheel. “Turns out, the wendigo was just acting frozen whenever the tagger was nearby. No real cheating, just clever tactics.”

“Smart wendigo,” Roe comments.

I cross my arms, staring out at the passing trees. Smart my ass. It was infuriating. Everyone chuckling, thinking they were so clever, and me, the only one with a bit of sense to call it out.

“Come on, Ava, you have to admit it was a good strategy,” Darlene teases.

“A strategy based on deceit,” I mutter. Why did I even bother?

Roe turns in her seat to face me. “Sounds like someone’s just sore about losing.”

I fix her with a glare. “I do not lose. I was making a point about fairness.”

She laughs. “Sure...”

I lean my head back, closing my eyes. This is exactly why I prefer to work alone—no need to deal with these infuriating distractions.

“I guess even supernaturals need to have some fun, huh?” Roe says.

“That’s the thing about being supernatural. Doesn’t mean you stop being human—or at least, human-like. Everyone needs a break now and then.” I hear the smile in Darlene’s voice.

We near the spot where we abandoned my truck, and Darlene slows, her truck’s high beams cutting through the darkness. “Alright, where did you push it in?”

“Just there, to the left,” I direct her, pointing to a barely visible gap in the trees where the underbrush looks more disturbed than its surroundings.

Darlene stops the truck and hops out. We follow, and I lead the way with a torch.

“There,” I say, a bit too defensively, as we come upon my truck, poorly camouflaged with branches and leaves that look more like a child’s attempt at a fort.

Thankfully, Darlene doesn’t comment on the camo job. “Alright, let’s get it hooked up.”

Darlene attaches chains to the chassis of my truck. Her competence is almost annoyingly impressive. I stand back, watching, and definitely not feeling inadequate with my beat-up truck and my less-than-practical solutions.

Once everything is secure, Darlene claps her hands. “Alrighty, let’s get you out of here and somewhere safe.”

An uncomfortable realisation sinks into me like a stone in water: we need a place to stay. The safety of Darlene's ranch suddenly seems like a sanctuary we desperately need. The thought of asking for help twists in my stomach, bile climbing in my throat. I hate this—hate feeling dependent. It’s pathetic.

“Thanks,” I say as we hop back into the truck. “I owe you one.”

“Consider it a favor between friends,” Darlene replies. “So, why do you have a pet human now?”

I clench my jaw. “She hit me with her car,” I say flatly.

“Hey, I did not hit you on purpose. And I did take you to the hospital, which, by the way, I’m still not sure why you even needed if you’re all supernatural and stuff. You definitely have a healing spell or something.”

“Spell or not, getting run over tends to hurt,” I snap. “And I’m not a cleric.”

Darlene chuckles, shaking her head. “They think Roe’s one of your kind now because she played good Samaritan?”

“It appears so.”

“I’ve heard stranger,” Darlene muses, her eyes flickering back to the road. “Like that time Ava got eaten by a dragon and—“

“Oi! Enough!” I cut her off, my cheeks flaming hotter than said dragon’s breath. “We do not need to bring up ancient history.”

Roe’s laughter fills the cab annoyingly. “You got eaten by a dragon? Like, actually inside it?”

“Can we not?” I glare at her, my embarrassment complete—bloody hell.

“It’s actually a good story,” Darlene continues, undeterred by my glare. “There she was, supposed to be stealin’ an egg, and instead, she ends up as a snack.”

“A miscalculation,” I grumble, folding my arms. The dragon’s innards were wet, dark, and disgustingly squishy.

“How do you miscalculate stealing a dragon egg?” Roe asks with a hint of admiration that makes it all the worse.

“One does not simply walk into a dragon’s lair and pilfer an egg as one would nick sweets from a shop,” I retort, my tone frosty.

Darlene’s laughter booms through the truck, and Roe joins in.

I clear my throat, trying to sound casual. “Darlene, would it be... possible, I mean, could we possibly stay at your place? Just until the truck’s fixed.”

Roe glances at me.

Darlene smirks. “Oh? Ava de la Roche asking for help? This I’ve got to see. What’s the magic word?”

I scowl. “Now is not the time for your bloody games.”

“Relax. Of course, you can stay. I find it quite endearing, you showing your human side for once.”

“It’s not endearing, it's necessary,” I snap back, my skin crawling at the thought of being seen as weak or, worse, cute.

Roe snickers, leaning back into her seat. “Look at you, being all vulnerable. It’s a good look on you.”

“Don’t,” I warn, voice low.

“Seriously, Ava,” Darlene adds, “you know my home is always open to you. Especially in times like these. You’re not imposing.”

The sincerity in her voice does little to ease the tight knot in my chest. Accepting help is like swallowing broken glass.

“We appreciate it, Darlene. Really,” Roe says, her voice unexpectedly gentle.
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Darlene’s ranch is a sprawl tucked away outside Woodburn, its silhouette grand against the starlit sky. As we pull up, the gravel driveway crunches under the tyres. The structure of the house is robust, with beams of aged wood and wide, welcoming porches.

“I’ll take your truck to Joe’s first thing in the morning,” Darlene announces as she kills the engine. “He’s good with... let’s say, more temperamental vehicles.”

I snort, stepping out of the truck. “That’s a polite way to put it.”

Roe follows, her eyes wide as she takes in the ranch. “This place is amazing, Darlene.”

“Thanks. It’s been in the family for a while. Come on, I’ll show you to your rooms.”

Inside, the ranch is as impressive as its exterior, with high ceilings and a rustic charm that feels genuinely lived-in. Darlene leads us upstairs and down a hallway lined with pictures of people—photos documenting Darlene’s family through generations. Dark-skinned faces with those same red eyes stare back at me.

“You’ll be here,” she says, gesturing to a door for Roe. “Bathroom’s down the hall.”

“Thank you,” Roe says.

Darlene gives her a reassuring nod and turns to me, pointing to the next door. “And you’re right next door, Ava. No need to bunk together—I figured you’ll appreciate some space.”

She’s not wrong. The idea of sharing a room with Roe is enough to ignite a spark of desire that I’m constantly trying to tamp down. But at the same time, the very notion of being that close, sharing a confined space, stirs a deep-set urge to bolt.

“Thanks,” I manage, keeping my voice even. “I appreciate it.”

Once Darlene leaves, I shut the door to my room, leaning back against it with a sigh. The room is comfortably furnished, with a large bed and soft lighting that makes the place feel inviting.

Being near Roe, knowing she’s just a wall away, it’s maddening. Part of me, a very insistent part, fantasises about what it would be like to not hold back, to let those desires loose.

“I’d rather jump off a bridge,” I mutter, trying to focus on the immediate needs—rest, safety, keeping a clear head.

Sleep is what I need. Maybe then I can reset, put my mind back in the game, and ignore the inconvenient truths my body screams at me. After all, there’s a line I’ve drawn, and crossing it isn’t an option. 

I toss my coat onto a nearby chair, the heavy fabric landing with a soft thud, before placing my keychain on the bedside table. I don’t bother with the rest of my clothes; just kick off my boots and let my feet sink into the plush carpet.

I lie down on my stomach, my favourite position, sinking into the cloud-like pillows and blankets. The comfort is almost too much.

But my mind won’t shut off. Roe. That annoying, infuriating woman who somehow managed to get under my skin in just a matter of days.

“Fuck,” I mutter into the pillow. My body heats up with the image of her—those grey eyes, that mess of hair. It would be so easy to let my hand wander down, to give in and touch myself, imagining it’s her hands instead of mine.

I press my face harder into the pillow, trying to suppress the urge. My hand twitches at my side, fingers curling into the soft fabric of the blanket. I can almost feel her; imagine her breath on my neck, her body pressed against mine. It would be rough. Frenetic. The kind of fuck that leaves you breathless and disoriented.

But I can’t. I shouldn’t.

“God, this is ridiculous,” I scold myself, my voice a low growl of frustration. “Get a grip, Ava,” I command. But it’s weak. Pathetic. Because part of me doesn’t want to get a grip. Part of me wants to march next door, throw open the door, and—

My hand slides beneath my pants, drifting down to my pussy, already wet and aching. I bite my lip, slipping my fingers between my folds. I rub my clit slowly, trying to keep quiet.

Fuck, it feels good—too good. I press harder, circling my clit faster. The pleasure builds quickly. I imagine Roe pinning me down, her mouth on mine, her fingers inside me. It’s too much. I’m close, so fucking close.

No.

I stop, my breath ragged, my hand stilling. What the hell am I doing? This is Darlene’s house, for fuck’s sake. Darlene, who probably has more dignity in her little finger than I have in my entire body at this moment. I jerk my hand back as if burned, the sudden rush of shame flushing my face hot and red.

Touching myself in someone else’s bed, getting off to thoughts of someone who probably thinks the worst of me—it’s not just rude, it’s pathetic. I roll over, yanking the blankets up to my chin as if I can bury the humiliation under them.
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In Another Life, Maybe

––––––––
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“Ava, wake up,” Lucy murmured against my neck, her lips trailing down to my collarbone.

I groaned, trying to swat her away, but she was persistent, her kisses getting more insistent.

“Fuck off,” I mumbled, half-asleep, pulling the blanket over my head.

“Good morning, sunshine,” she purred. “I’ve got a surprise for you.”

I peeked out from under the blanket, and there she was. Lucy sat, one leg crossed and the other dangling off the bed. A black brooch was pinned at the collar of her white button-down. She looked like she’d stepped out of a dream, too perfect to be real.

My eyes narrowed. “What kind of surprise?”

Without a word, she pulled something small and furry up onto the bed. It was a puppy—a Berger Picard, to be specific. He was scrawny, with ears too big for his head and a coat that looked like he rolled through a field.

“Meet Lemon.”

“Lemon?” I scoffed, sitting up to stare at him. “What kind of name is Lemon?”

“Look at him. He’s perfect.”

I eyed the little beast critically. Would he be of any use in my line of work? Doubtful.

“He’s scrawny. And his ears are ridiculous.”

Lucy pouted. “He’s not scrawny. He’s a puppy. And his ears are adorable.”

“Is he even going to be useful?”

“Not everything has to be useful. Sometimes things just are.”

“Right. And what exactly is he going to do? Fetch my stakes? Sniff out vampires?”

Lucy wrapped an arm around my waist, resting her head on my shoulder. “He’s not for work, Ava. He’s for us. For you, really. I thought you could use a bit of joy.”

“Joy,” I scoff. “You know I’m not a dog person, Lucy.”

“I know. But I am. And you love me.”

Lemon clambered awkwardly onto my lap, his tail wagging faster, and licked my hand. I begrudgingly began to pet him. His fur was softer than I expected, and he looked up at me like I was the centre of his little universe.

“Alright, maybe he’s not that bad.”

Lucy laughed softly, a sound that always warmed the coldest parts of me. “I knew you’d come around. Lemon’s a good judge of character.”

“Or he’s just an idiot.”

“Give him a chance, love. He might surprise you.”

The way she looked at me—so hopeful, so damn sure of herself—made it hard to say no.

“Fine,” I grumbled. “But if he pisses on my boots, he’s out.”

Lucy kissed my cheek. “Deal.”
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​Chapter Six
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Another Goddamn Day

––––––––
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I tug on my boots and wander out into the hall, being nosy as usual. I’ve known Darlene for years, and I trust her—mostly. But I can’t help myself; I need to see if there’s anything new, anything she might be hiding. Darlene is the closest thing I have to a friend, but asking her about personal things feels...intrusive.

Her paintings line the walls, a gallery of meticulously captured forests and wild animals. They’re good, annoyingly good. If she ever tired of playing sheriff, she could make a killing selling these. Each stroke captures her love for nature.

Her living room is filled with dark leather furniture and oak bookshelves lined with more books than anyone could read in a lifetime. Framed newspaper articles and awards are scattered about. She’s always been a bit of a show-off, but then again, she’s got plenty to be proud of.

A small wooden box on the mantel catches my eye. It’s out of place, something new among the old memorabilia. I open it without a second thought. Inside is a simple gold wedding band that rests on a velvet cushion.

Huh. Interesting. I pick it up, feeling the cool metal against my skin. It's simple, elegant, and definitely not something I remember seeing before.

Is Darlene married? Engaged? I’m too stubborn to ask outright. I place the ring back exactly where I found it and continue my search.

I turn and spot a photo album on the coffee table. Curiosity gets the better of me. I sink back onto the couch, flipping it open.

First page, I’m greeted by little baby Darlene, bundled in blankets, her tiny fists clenched. Christ, she was adorable. Another is Darlene as a toddler, covered in mud, holding a frog. I chuckle. She looks so proud. There’s one picture of her in a Halloween costume, dressed as a little witch. “Fitting,” I say to the empty room.

The album transitions to her teenage years. Darlene, with braces, awkwardly posing with friends. Darlene at prom, stunning in a deep red dress.

The last few pages are blank, waiting to be filled. I close the album, setting it back on the table. For a moment, I feel envy. My childhood wasn’t like this. There’s no photo albums filled with happy memories, no parents beaming with pride—just... nothing.

I move to the office, pushing the door open slowly. The scent of old books and a hint of leather greets me.

I turn to her bookshelf, lined with classics—Dickens, Austen, Hemingway. I pull one out, “Pride and Prejudice,” and flip it open. Typical Darlene—inside, it’s not Austen at all but a guide on hexes and wards. I smirk, putting it back. The whole shelf is like that. A façade of normalcy.

Curiosity gets the better of me, and I scan the titles. “Wuthering Heights” contains summoning rituals. “Moby Dick” hides vampire lore. She’s thorough. Always has been.

My eyes land on a picture frame on her desk. It’s us—Darlene’s grinning like a fool, her arm slung around my shoulders. I look like I want to murder whoever’s behind the camera. It’s cute that she keeps it close to where she works.

I lean against the desk, letting my eyes wander around the room. There’s a map on the wall, marked with pins—red, blue, yellow. Each colour probably means something different. Darlene’s meticulous. It’s one of the reasons we’ve stayed friends. She’s everything I’m not.

Back in the hallway, I pause in front of a new painting. A wolf, eyes piercing and alive, almost seems to follow me as I move. It’s beautiful, much like the woman who painted it.

I hear movement, the creak of floorboards and the faint clinking of dishes. It's coming from the kitchen. I move quietly, not wanting to disturb whoever’s up.

I shuffle into the kitchen, where Darlene stands, her tall frame bending slightly as she flips an omelet. Her long, curly hair cascades down her back, framing her strong shoulders. For once, the wide-brimmed hat she loves so much is absent, resting on the counter. She’s beautiful, but not in a soft, delicate way. There’s a strength to her. Her beauty is... different. Strong. Intimidating.

I watch her for a moment longer before clearing my throat. “Morning.”

Darlene turns, a smile spreading across her face when she sees me. “Morning, sunshine,” she says, her voice smooth as the jazz playing softly from the radio on the windowsill. “I didn’t expect you up so early.”

“Couldn’t sleep.” I slump into a chair and rest my head on the cool surface of the table.

“Nightmares?” she asks, her tone shifting to something softer.

“Just...hungry.”

She doesn’t push, but I can see the questions in her eyes. She always wants to fix things, to make everything right.

“You know I hate spinach.”

“It’s good for you,” she retorts, sliding a plate in front of me a moment later. It’s piled high with iron-rich foods: spinach omelette, beans, and even some liver. I grimace at the sight.

“You should leave the hat off more often,” I say casually.

“You think so?” she asks, pouring herself a cup of coffee.

“You look good without it. Strong.”

“Thanks. You don’t look half bad yourself. How’s the wounds?”

“Better,” I say, touching the bandage beneath my shirt.

I watch as she sips her coffee, the way her lips curve around the rim of the mug. She catches me staring and raises an eyebrow.

“You know, if you keep staring at me like that, I might start to think you have a crush on me.”

I scowl. “In your dreams.”

“Maybe they are,” she says softly.

I open my mouth to respond, but no words come out.

“We need to talk about Roe.”

That’s mildly terrifying. “What about her?”

“Does she know?” Darlene asks, pouring me a steaming black coffee and setting it next to the plate.

I sigh, running a hand through my tangled hair. “Know what? That I’m a cambion or that I’m anemic?”

“Both.”

I stab at the beans with more force than necessary. “No. And she doesn’t need to.”

“She should know, Ava. Especially about the succubus part. If Roe thinks you’re using her—”

I slam the fork down. “For fuck’s sake, Darlene, I’m not using her. I’m not some horny teenager driven by my succubus side.”

“But you hiding it doesn’t look good,” she insists. “It’s worse for someone like you, someone who needs to be trusted by those she works with.”

I roll my eyes, shoving a piece of omelette into my mouth just to avoid replying. I glance at the fridge, covered in more photos and a few childish drawings. Nieces or nephews, maybe.

“And the anemic part is just practical to share. If you’re out on a job and you get dizzy or worse, she needs to know how to help you.”

She has a point, the infuriatingly correct bastard. I grudgingly nod, swirling the coffee in my cup. “Fine, I’ll tell her when I’m damn well ready.”

Darlene smiles, reaching over to ruffle my hair. “Good girl.”

I should be annoyed, really. But, gods be damned, part of me soaks up the praise like a parched flower. I hate that I like it—being petted and praised tickles a part of me that should probably be discussed with a therapist, not a sheriff.

Her fingers trail down the nape of my neck, and I can’t help but lean into the touch, a pathetic whine escaping me.

Instantly, I scowl and swat her hand away, my cheeks burning. “Stop that,” I snap, though my voice is more breathless than I intend.

Darlene simply smiles, her hand retreating. “As you wish.”

I glare at her, but it’s hollow, and we both know it.

“Eat up,” she commands. “You’ll need your strength, especially if you’re planning on dragging your secrets around.”

I pick at my food, the tang of spinach pretending to be breakfast. I don’t want to tell Roe anything, even if it is for the better. The thought churns in my stomach.

“Darlene,” I start, my voice a little desperate as I reach across the table, seeking her hand. “A little more?”

Darlene gives me a look, but takes my hand. “Only a little.”

And I need that. I need her. Just a bit longer.

She flips my palm upwards, her eyes studying the lines etched across my skin. It’s a strange form of intimacy, one I’m not accustomed to enjoying, but with Darlene, it feels... right, somehow.

She traces the jagged line that bisects my palm, a nasty souvenir from a cultist’s blade. The knife had gone straight through, a clean, piercing pain that had felt oddly purifying at the time.

“Does it still hurt?” she asks softly, her fingertip pausing over the scar.

“Sometimes.”

“You really should be more careful.”

“Careful is boring.”

Her fingers move again, this time to the small nick on my thumb. “That pineapple was a worthy adversary, wasn’t it?” Darlene chuckles, her touch lightening as she explores the small nick.

“Definitely more dangerous than any demonic cult,” I agree.

“You were so furious, cursing at the fruit as if it had personally offended you.”

“It had,” I grumble. “Stupid thing.”

Her touch lingers and then drifts to the more sombre scar on my wrist. Her fingers pause.

“This one...”

“I was in a dark place,” I admit. “Didn’t see much point in anything back then.”

Darlene squeezes my hand. “You’re here, Ava.”

“Yeah.” My voice is barely a whisper, and I’m not sure if I’m affirming her statement or convincing myself. “Why do you do this?” I ask quietly, my eyes locked on our intertwined hands.

“Do what?”

“This. Being so...” I struggle to find the right word, “Nurturing. It’s not like I’m particularly lovable.”

Darlene’s smile doesn’t waver, but there’s a sharpness in her eyes now. “Maybe that’s exactly why, Ava. Because those who think themselves unlovable need the love most.”

I look down at our hands again. “Thanks, I suppose,” I mutter, the words clumsy and awkward.

“Of course. And don’t worry. I won’t tell anyone you’re a softie.”

I pull my hand back to myself. “I’d hex you if you did.”

Roe stumbles into the kitchen, rubbing her eyes with the heel of one hand, the other clutching the door frame for support. Her hair is a wild, tangled mess that looks impossibly soft and inviting.

“Morning,” she mumbles, voice thick with sleep, and it’s so unfairly attractive that I have to look away.

“Good morning,” Darlene said, greeting her with a warm and sunny smile. She’s already sliding a plate towards Roe before she even fully sits down. A plate piled high with pancakes and bacon, the scent of maple syrup filling the room.

Pancakes and bacon, of course. I stab my omelette viciously.

“Thanks,” Roe says as she collapses into the seat beside me, her plate clattering slightly. She eyes my breakfast with a poorly concealed grimace. “Uh, that looks... healthy.”

“It’s disgusting,” I correct her flatly, watching her douse her pancakes in an obscene amount of syrup. “You got the better deal.”

“Wanna trade?”

I scoff. “As tempting as that is, Darlene would have my head.”

Roe’s light grey eyes flick up to meet mine. “Maybe just one bite, then? For the sake of friendship?”

I consider it, then slide my plate a fraction towards her. “One bite. Don’t get used to it.”

She grins, slicing off a piece of my omelette with the edge of her fork, and I try not to watch how her mouth moves as she chews. She makes a face, confirming my thoughts about the taste. “Yeah, you weren’t kidding. It’s pretty bad.”

“I never kid about food.”

Darlene watches us with a smile.

Roe swallows her bite of my breakfast and pushes her plate a little closer to me. “Trade you back. Fair’s fair.”

“Only fair,” I agree, my eyes darting to Darlene.

I help myself to a strip of bacon. It’s crisp, almost melting in my mouth, delightful compared to my bland monstrosity.

“I’m anemic,” I spit out the words like they’re poison. “It’s a pain in the arse, especially if we end up in a scrap. I tire out faster than you’d expect.”

Roe pauses, her fork mid-air. “Anemic, huh? That why you’re always so cranky?”

I roll my eyes, stabbing a piece of liver and chewing. “Yeah, because my iron levels are directly linked to my tolerance for idiocy.”

Darlene chuckles. “Don’t worry, Roe. Ava here has enough bite to make up for any lack of blood.”

“Funny,” I grumble.

Roe leans back, studying me. “What do you do for it? The anemia, I mean. Supplements? Rituals?”

It’s my turn to pause, silverware clattering softly on the plate. I’m not used to discussing personal health, especially not weaknesses. It feels like baring my throat to the enemy, but Roe’s not the enemy, is she? “Supplements, mostly. Iron tablets. Lots of red meat.” I shrug as if it’s no big deal, but inside, my stomach twists with the admission.

“Well, looks like Darlene’s got you covered,” Roe nods toward my plate with a slight smile.

“Yes, she’s a bloody saint,” I mutter, my gaze drifting to Darlene.

“By the way, I took your truck to the mechanic today,” Darlene says.

“And?”

“Let’s just say it was less ‘tune-up’ and more ‘resurrection.’ It’s going to take a few days. And before you ask, I unloaded all your gear in the garage.”

“Great.”

“Which brings me to another point. Roe, here—” she gestures towards Roe with a fond shake of her head, “—could use some training. Considering everything that’s been happening, it might be wise to get her up to speed.”

Roe, who’d been happily devouring a pancake, nearly chokes on her bite. “Training? Like, what kind of training?”

“Well,” Darlene starts, choosing her words carefully, probably to not bruise Roe’s ego. “Given the... unique threats we face ‘round here, knowing a bit more about self-defense, maybe some tactical basics, wouldn’t hurt.”

Roe nods slowly. “Yeah, I get that. Not much use being a sitting duck.”

“Could do with a bit less quacking though,” I mutter, reaching for my coffee.

Darlene’s lips twitch as she turns to me. “Ava, I thought you might help with that. You’ve got more field experience.”

I nearly choke on my coffee. “Me? Train her? Why not just sign her death warrant?”

“It’s not like I’m asking you to babysit,” Roe interjects.

Darlene’s eyes flick to mine. “She saved your life, Ava. This is the least we can do.” There’s a firmness in her tone that brooks no argument, and I know this battle is lost.

I sigh, pushing away from the table. “Fine. But when she trips over her own feet and impales herself on a stick, I’m not doing mouth-to-mouth.” I drain the last of my coffee. “Let’s get this over with.”

Darlene nods, and Roe practically bounds out of her chair, eager as a puppy.

We step into an open field just on the outskirts of Darlene’s property. The grass is damp, clinging to my boots with every step. The sky is a dull grey, perfectly mirroring my mood.

“Alright, come at me.” I stand ready, arms loose at my sides. This is going to be a disaster; I can already tell.

Roe hesitates. “Just like that?”

“Yeah, just like that. Surprise me,” I reply dryly. I brace myself for whatever pitiful attempt she’s about to make.

She charges, surprisingly fast for someone who looks like they’ve learned fighting from binge-watching action films.

Her first punch swings toward my face, and I sidestep easily, grabbing her arm and twisting it behind her back. She hisses in pain but manages to elbow me in the stomach. It’s a solid hit; the girl’s got strength, I’ll give her that.

“Fuck, Roe, not bad,” I grunt, pushing her away. She stumbles but regains her balance quickly, a wild, excited look on her face.

“Thanks! I used to fight with my brothers a lot,” she pants, readying herself for another go.

I roll my eyes. “Great, family bonding. Now try again, and this time, try not to telegraph your moves.”

“What the hell does ‘telegraph’ mean in fighting?”

“It means don’t make it so fucking obvious what you’re going to do next.”

She comes at me again, feinting to the left, followed by a right hook. Predictable. I catch her fist in my hand, twist her arm back, and, with a quick step, trip her onto the ground.

“Son of a—“

“Watch your opponent, not your fists.”

Roe scrambles to her feet, brushing dirt off her jeans. “Could you be less cryptic and more helpful?”

I cross my arms. “Hit where I’m going to be, not where I am.”

“That’s... still cryptic,” she mutters but charges again more cautiously. She feints again, and I almost fall for it. I block her punch and, with a gentle push, have her back on the ground.

“Better,” I admit. “But you’re still shit.”

She laughs, the sound surprisingly light. “Teach me how to be less shit then.”

Darlene’s laughter floats over from where she’s leaning against the fence, her arms crossed with a smirk. “You might want to listen to her, Roe,” she calls out. “She’s not just being a bitch, you know.”

Darlene enjoys this far too much. “Get up. We’ll go again. And try to hit me for real this time. I’m not made of glass.”

Roe stands, wiping her face with the back of her hand. “Alright, witch. Let’s go.”

She lunges again, a direct, readable move. I grab her arm, twist it, and flip her onto her back again. She lands with another thud.

“You could go a bit easy, you know,” she says, wincing as she rolls onto her side.

“Not in my nature,” I say, offering a hand to pull her up. “Again,” I order and fuck, it’s almost like I want her to keep touching me. Maybe I just want to keep touching her.

I sidestep her next punch, grab her arm and twist it behind her back, pushing her forward until her face is a few inches from the dirt. “Like that,” I say into her ear. “Don’t be obvious.”

“God, you’re frustrating,” she hisses, pushing back against my grip.

I tighten my hold. “And you’re frustratingly bad at this. Stop charging like a bull.”

She tries to elbow me, but I release her and step away, dodging the blow. Roe stumbles, catching herself before she can faceplant.

Darlene claps slowly. “Beautiful dance, you two. Maybe add some actual instructions next time, Ava?”

“I’m not a bloody instructor. I’m a fighter. She needs to learn on her feet.”

Roe’s panting, her cheeks flushed. “Maybe if you’d actually teach me instead of just beating the shit out of me, I’d learn faster.”

“Oh, my heart bleeds for you,” I drawl. “We’re going again.”

I trip her easily, a simple hook of my leg against hers sending her sprawling into the grass. Pinning her is second nature; I straddle her back, my hands securing her wrists to the ground. My body pressing down on hers sends a jolt through me—bloody hell.

“You’re fucking terrible at this,” I snap, heat rising in my cheeks. “Could you try not to fall over like a damn ragdoll?”

Roe struggles beneath me, her back arching slightly. “Get off me then, and I’ll show you how much of a ragdoll I can be.”.

I release her abruptly and stand over her, sneering. “What’s the matter, Roe? Can’t handle yourself?”

She glares up, her chest heaving. “Shut it, Ava. I’m trying, aren’t I?”

“You call that trying?” I scoff. “My dead nan hits harder than that.”

Roe’s jaw tightens, and she pushes herself up, dirt clinging to her jeans. “Yeah, I’m trying,” she shoots back, stepping closer. “Maybe if you actually taught instead of just bitching—”

I cut her off with a sharp laugh. “Oh, you want a lesson? Here’s one: Don’t talk back to—”

Her fist connects with my jaw, a painful thump that rattles my teeth and sends a shock of actual pain slicing through my face. I stagger back, foot catching on a tuft of grass, and suddenly, I’m the one looking up at the sky, the back of my head stinging where it meets the ground.

What the actual fuck?

“Did you just fucking deck me?”

Darlene’s laughter rolls across the field. She’s practically bending double, her boater hat slipping. “Oh, Ava, I’ve never seen you decked like that! You’re a natural, Roe!"

“Shut it, Darlene,” I snap.

Roe stands over me, as shocked as I am. “Oh shit, Ava, I—I didn’t mean to—”

Her concern pisses me off more than the punch.

I push myself up on my elbows, tasting blood in my mouth. Roe offers a hand, but I swipe it away, standing on my own. My head’s spinning, not just from the blow. “You hit me.”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t think I’d—I mean, I got angry and—”

“Angry?” I repeat, dabbing at my lip with the back of my hand. It comes away red. Brilliant. “You pack a wallop when you’re pissed, huh?”

“I’m... I’m sorry?”

I can’t believe a human managed to knock me on my arse. It’s infuriating. It’s embarrassing. It’s... impressive.

I look at Roe, reassessing. “Do that again.”

“What, hit you?” Her eyebrows shoot up.

“Yeah,” I say, wiping blood from my chin. “And this time, I’ll be ready for it. Let’s see if it was a fluke.”

Roe hesitates, then nods, squaring her shoulders. “Okay. But, Ava, if I hurt you again—”

“You won’t,” I interrupt, my voice icy as I drop into a defensive stance. “Come on, then. Show me it wasn’t just luck.”

Darlene finally controls her laughter, pushing off the fence to saunter over. “I think Ava’s going to need ice for that. And maybe some humility.”

“Shut it,” I grumble, though a smirk tugs at my lips. Humility’s for the dead, and I’m very much alive.
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​Chapter Seven
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Trying Not to Die (Again)

––––––––
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Roe is dying. Not literally, but basically. She’s sprawled out on Darlene’s porch, gulping down lemonade.

I sip my own, savouring the tartness, and glance at Darlene.

“These are heliotropes,” she says, pointing to a pot of vibrant purple blossoms. “They need a good amount of sun and watered at least once a week. Too much and they wilt.”

I nod. “I’ve always liked them. Their scent is calming.”

Darlene smiles. “They’re lovely. And these,” she points to another pot, “are bluebells. They’re a bit trickier but worth it.”

Roe groans, sitting up slowly. “Are we seriously talking about flowers right now? I’m pretty sure I’m bleeding internally.”

“Don’t be dramatic,” I say. “You’ll be fine. It’s just a few bruises.”

“Just a few bruises? You threw me on the ground like a sack of potatoes. Ten times might I add.”

“Because you fight like one,” I retort, leaning back in my chair.

Roe scowls. “I’ll get better. Just wait.”

I take another sip of lemonade, hiding a smirk.

“Ava,” Darlene says, “you were telling me about those black dahlias you’re growing?”

“Ah, yes,” I perk up. “Black dahlias are simple, but they’re beautiful. They symbolize strength and elegance. Perfect for a witch’s garden.”

Roe snorts. “Strength and elegance? Sounds pretentious.”

I ignore her. “The trick is to keep the soil moist but not waterlogged. And they need a lot of sun. They love it.”

Darlene nods. “I might try my hand at those next. They sound fascinating.”

“You’re both such flower nerds.”

“Says the woman who nearly cried over a broken fingernail,” I shoot back, enjoying the banter.

Roe flips me off, but there’s a hint of a smile. 

“I’ve got some jobs lined up, Ava. Thought you might be interested.” Darlene adjusts her hat.

“Go on,” I reply, swirling my drink.

She pulls a small notebook from her coat and flips through the pages. “There’s a wraith causing trouble down by the old mill. Could be an easy job for you.”

I shrug. “Wraiths are hardly a challenge. What else?”

“A banshee sighting near the high school. Screaming her head off, scaring the locals. The usual.”

“Banshees are messy,” I mutter. “But doable. Anything bigger?”

“Feeling ambitious, are we?”

I glance at Roe, who’s finally managing to sit up. She looks like she’s about to keel over. “Just looking for something that’ll actually be a challenge.”

Roe coughs, then takes a sip of her lemonade. “You really have a death wish, don’t you?”

“Call it what you want,” I reply, not taking my eyes off Darlene.

Darlene flips another page. “There’s been talk of skinwalkers near the forest. Nasty business.”

Now that’s interesting. “Skinwalkers, huh? How many?”

“Reports are conflicting. Could be three, could be ten.”

I nod. “I’ll take it.”

Roe groans. “You’re insane. We just did a whole training session, and now we’re going to hunt skinwalkers?”

“Correction,” I say, standing up and stretching. “I’ll be hunting skinwalkers. You’ll be sitting here, trying not to die from a little workout.”

“You’re an asshole, you know that?”

“I’ve been called worse,” I reply, finishing my lemonade.

Darlene chuckles. “Alright. I’ll get you the details. But be careful. Skinwalkers aren’t like the usual riffraff.”

“When am I not careful?” I say, heading towards the steps.

“Want a list?”

“Save it. Keep an eye on Roe, will you?”

“Will do. But before you go, I’ve also got something for you.”

“Make it quick.”

“Stay there,” she commands, already heading inside.

I sigh and lean against the railing, crossing my arms.

“What’s she got for you?”

“Patience, Roe,” I say, though I’m curious too.

A few minutes later, she returns, carrying a small box. She sets it down on the porch table and opens it, revealing bullets and several magazines. My eyes widen slightly. Bullets dipped in white ash. Fuck, I almost forgot.

“These should help,” Darlene says, handing them to me.

I take the magazines, inspecting them. “These will do nicely. Thanks, Darlene.”

“What’s with the bullets?” Roe butts in. “Aren’t skinwalkers just, like, shapeshifters or something?”

“Shapeshifters but worse.” I slip a few magazines in my pockets. “Regular bullets won’t do shit to them. White ash, though—that’s their Achilles’ heel.”

Roe frowns. “So, you just shoot them with these, and they die?”

“In theory, yes. If you can hit them. Skinwalkers aren’t exactly known for standing still and letting you take aim.”

Darlene nods. “They’re fast, cunning. You’ll need to be on your guard.”

Roe looks from me to Darlene and back again. “So why the hell are you going alone? Sounds like you could use backup.”

“Backup like you?” I scoff. “You couldn’t even last through basic hand-to-hand training. Skinwalkers would tear you apart.”

Roe’s jaw tightens. “I’m not useless, you know. I can learn.”

“Not in time for this,” I reply bluntly. “One mistake, and you’re dead—or worse.”

Roe looks like she wants to argue, but Darlene steps in. “Ava’s right. Skinwalkers are a different league. Let her handle this. You need more training before you even think about facing something like that.”

I ignore her, turning my attention back to Darlene. “Anything else I should know?”

Darlene shakes her head. “Just be careful. I’ll be keeping an ear out for any more reports.”

“Always am,” I say, giving her a nod. “Thanks for the bullets.”

With that, I turn and head down the steps, feeling the weight of the magazines.

“Don’t do anything stupid while I’m gone, Roe,” I call over my shoulder.

“Yeah, yeah,” she grumbles. “Just don’t get yourself killed, Ava.”

I smirk. “Not planning on it.”
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The woods are eerily quiet when I arrive at the spot where the skinwalkers were last seen. Nothing but the rustle of leaves and the distant call of an owl. Monsters never show up when you expect them.

I step into the clearing, scanning the area. My instincts scream at me that something is off. I kneel, pressing my hand to the ground, steadying my heart. I focus on the sound of squirrels scurrying up trees, the lingering scent of the skinwalkers. The world around me fades to a dull grey, but the tracks—those light up bright red.

Gotcha.

I draw Delilah from the back of my pants. With a click, I eject the standard magazine, pocket it and then slide in a magazine loaded with those precious white ash bullets.

The tracks lead deeper into the forest, winding through the trees like a trail of blood. My steps are silent, my eyes sharp, every sense on high alert. Fear? That’s for idiots. I’m confident. There’s no room for fear in this line of work. You hesitate, you die—simple as that.

I wonder what Roe and Darlene are doing. Knowing Darlene, she’s probably roped Roe into a game of Scrabble. The image of Roe trying to come up with words while Darlene beams smugly across the table almost makes me smile.

“Bet she’s losing spectacularly,” I mutter, stepping over a fallen log.

I smell the stink of the skinwalkers—rotting flesh and decay. Nasty fuckers.

The tracks stop abruptly at the edge of a small clearing. I crouch down, my fingers brushing the ground. Fresh. They’re close.

There’s a faint rustle to my left. I freeze, muscles coiled like springs. It’s just a squirrel darting up a tree—a false alarm.

“Come on, you fuckers. Show yourselves.” They’re here, watching, waiting. I can feel it.

After a few more steps, I almost walk right into their trap. Fucking hell. A thin wire, almost invisible, stretched across the path. I stop just in time. They’re setting traps now? Clever.

I kneel, examining the wire. It’s a crude but effective snare rigged to a series of branches and rocks. If I’d tripped it, I’d be a sitting duck. Nice try, assholes.

The tracks continue, winding deeper into the forest. They’re trying to lure me in, but I’m not that easy to catch. The air grows colder, a sure sign I’m getting closer. Skinwalkers always bring a chill with them. Like a fucking refrigerator on legs.

I catch sight of them just ahead, four figures huddled together, their forms shifting. I don’t hesitate. I lift Delilah, aim, and fire. The first bullet tears through, hitting one of the skinwalkers square in the chest, smoke rising from the wound. It lets out a scream, its body convulsing as it crumples to the ground.

“Fucking finally.”

The remaining three turn towards me, eyes glowing. They charge, moving with unnatural speed. I fire again, but one of them leaps aside, the bullet missing by a hair. They’re on me in seconds.

Pain blossoms in my side as one of them rakes its claws across my ribs, hot blood soaking my shirt. I don’t flinch. Let them hurt me. Maybe one of these days, they’ll get lucky.

I press forward, shooting another round into the nearest skinwalker. Its head snaps back, the white ash doing its work. Two down, two to go.

One of them lunges, teeth bared. I don’t bother dodging. Its teeth sink into my shoulder. I let out a hiss, more annoyance than pain. My left hand grabs its throat, my right shoving Delilah under its chin. I pull the trigger, and its head explodes in a shower of blood.

“Last one,” I growl, spitting blood from my lips.

This one looks more human, almost pitiful. It hesitates, eyes flicking between me and its fallen comrades.

“Don’t hesitate,” I snarl. “Come at me or run. Your choice.”

It chooses wrong. With a growl, it charges. I brace myself, not moving. Its claws sink into my shoulder, and I let out a pained laugh, the sound wild and unhinged. I press the gun to its gut and fire, feeling the recoil travel up my arm.

It drops, eyes wide with shock. I stagger back, wiping the blood from my face, and take a deep breath, the world slowly returning to its normal, dreary colour.

Job done. For now.

I holster my gun and press a hand to my side, feeling the warm gush of blood. I’m alive, unfortunately. I press my hand to my shoulder, hissing as I feel the torn flesh. With a deep breath, I mutter, “Guéris et répare.” A warm, golden glow envelops my wounds, knitting the skin back together.

The skinwalkers are dealt with, but I need to check on Roe. I pull out my phone and try to call Darlene. No bars.

“Of course,” I sigh, glaring at the screen.

My eyes scan the trees. One stands taller than the rest. Climbing it might give me enough height to get a signal. Not the smartest idea, but I’ve had worse.

“Here we go.” I grab the lowest branch and haul myself up. The bark is rough against my hands, and each step upwards is a precarious balancing act. About halfway up, the wind picks up, making the tree sway slightly. 

“Brilliant, Ava. Bloody brilliant,” I grumble, hugging the trunk as I inch higher. My boot slips on a mossy patch, and I clutch the branch above me, my heart pounding. “Don’t you dare fall,” I scold myself, regaining my footing.

Finally, I reach a decent height. I pull out my phone and pray for a signal. One bar flickers to life. Good enough. I dial Darlene’s number. It rings twice before she picks up.

“Ava? What’s the status?”

“Job’s done,” I say, trying to steady my voice. “Skinwalkers are dealt with. How’s Roe?”

“She’s... adjusting. We’re playing Scrabble.”

I knew it.

I hear Roe’s grumbling in the background. “Did you have to torture her?”

“Seemed like a good way to keep her occupied,” Darlene says. “Are you alright?”

“Yeah, just a few scratches. I’ll be back soon.”

“Be careful.”

“I will.” I hang up, shoving the phone back into my pocket. Time to climb down. Easier said than done. I start my descent, carefully manoeuvring from branch to branch.

Halfway down, my foot slips. “Shit!” I curse, grabbing onto a branch just in time to stop myself from plummeting to the ground. My heart pounds in my chest. “Get it together, Ava.”

—
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I trudge up the dusty road to Darlene’s ranch, my boots kicking up clouds of dirt with each step.

Two werewolves, probably members of the Woodburn pack, are standing on the porch, growling and snapping like rabid dogs. They’re arguing with Darlene—well, arguing at her. Darlene’s calm. The only sign of her annoyance is the way her eyes are narrowed.

Fucking werewolves. Always so dramatic.

I catch Roe watching from the window, her grey eyes flicking between the werewolves and Darlene. She looks ready to burst out and start something stupid.

“Sheriff, this is bullshit!” one of them, a guy with a mangy beard, growls. “The Portland pack’s been encroaching on our territory for months now. You’ve done fuck-all about it.”

Darlene’s face is a mask of patience. “I’ve spoken to the alpha. They assured me there would be no further trespasses. If you have evidence to the contrary, I’ll need to see it.”

The second werewolf, a woman with a shaved head, snarls and steps forward. “Evidence? We’ve lost hunting grounds! We’ve found their scent all over our land. What more do you need?”

From the corner of my eye, I catch movement in the house. Roe flips me off with a flourish. Charming as always. I roll my eyes and stride up.

“Who’s this now? Another one of your pets?” Mangy-beard sneers, his lip curling.

“Oh, fuck off,” I snap. “What’s the problem this time? Did the big bad Portland wolves piss on your favourite tree?”

“Watch your mouth, witch,” Shaved-head growls. “This doesn’t concern you.”

“Everything concerns me when it involves Darlene,” I snap back. “So unless you want to be cleaning your teeth off the floor, I suggest you fuck off.”

Darlene raises a hand. “Ava, it’s fine. This is a sheriff matter, and it’ll be handled accordingly.”

“Handled how?” I retort. “By letting them bark and whine until they get what they want?”

Shaved-head steps forward. “You got a death wish, witch?”

“Every day. But it’s not you I’m worried about.”

Darlene steps between us. “Enough. Both of you. Ava, inside. Now.”

I open my mouth to argue, but one look from Darlene silences me. Grumbling under my breath, I head towards the house, the wolves glaring. Roe’s still at the window, now openly laughing. I flip her off in return.

Inside, the house is warm with the scent of whatever citrusy candle Darlene is burning.  I collapse onto the couch, closing my eyes for a moment.

“Rough day, princess?”

“Fuck off, Roe.”

“You love me.”

“Like a rash,” I deadpan, finally cracking an eye open to glare at her.

She just laughs, plopping down on the other end of the couch. “Seriously, what’s with the wolves?”

“Land dispute with the Portland pack,” I say, waving a hand dismissively. “They’re pissed Darlene isn’t doing more about it.”

“Think it’ll get ugly?”

“It always does,” I reply with a sigh.

“Are you okay? You look a bit... torn up.”

“I’m fine.”

“You sure?” she asks, and I turn to face her. Roe’s looking me up and down, brows furrowed.

“I’m sure,” I force my voice to soften. “The job was easy—nothing I couldn’t handle.”

Darlene walks in, slamming the door behind her. “Ava, what the hell was that?”

“What was what?”

“You know damn well what. You escalated a situation that was already tense. Do you ever think before you speak?”

“What did you expect me to do? Hold their hands and sing kumbaya?”

“You’ve got a real talent for saying the worst shit imaginable, you know that?”

I lean back on the couch. “Thank you.”

“That wasn’t a compliment. These are pack politics, and they’re precarious enough without you throwing gasoline on the fire.”

I shrug. “You know me. Subtlety’s never been my strong suit.”

She sighs, rubbing her temples like I’m the worst headache she’s ever had. “Well, you’re going to make up for it. We’re meeting with the Portland pack tomorrow, and you’re coming with me.”

“What, you need my charm and wit to smooth things over?”

“No,” she snaps. “I need your presence as a specialist. They respect your skills, even if they don’t respect your mouth.” She looks at Roe. “And you. You’re coming with us.”

Roe’s face drains of colour. “What? No way. I’m not getting involved in this werewolf drama.”

“Too bad,” Darlene says. “You need to learn how to handle these situations. Consider it part of your training.”

Roe looks at me. “Ava, help me out here.”

I shrug, enjoying her discomfort a little too much. “Sorry. Orders are orders.”

“Fuck you both,” she mutters, slumping back into the couch. “I didn’t sign up for this shit.”

I watch her, noting the way her hands shake slightly. She’s scared. I can’t help but grin. “Welcome to my world.”

She glares at me. “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”

“Immensely.”

“Enough,” Darlene says. “Both of you. Roe, you need to understand what we’re dealing with here. This is life or death for a lot of these beings. And Ava,” she turns to me, “try to keep your mouth shut unless absolutely necessary. We need to handle this delicately.”

I give a mock salute. “Yes, ma’am.”

Darlene sighs, rubbing her temples. “We leave at dawn. Be ready. And Ava?”

“Yeah?”

“Try not to kill anyone.”

“No promises, Sheriff.”
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​Chapter Eight
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Roe is Annoying
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The trailer park smells like wet dog and stale beer, the scent of werewolves so thick it’s almost suffocating. Darlene stands ahead of us, her back straight, trench coat flapping in the breeze like she’s some kind of supernatural cowboy.

Roe’s fingers drum impatiently on her thigh, her eyes darting around.

“Can you not fidget for five seconds?”

“Can you not bitch for five seconds?”

“Both of you, shut up.” Darlene doesn’t turn around. “I don’t need your bickerin’ makin’ this worse.”

Two guards are at the gates, both radiating that typical werewolf arrogance. The taller one, with shaggy brown hair and a leer that makes my skin crawl, eyes Roe like she’s a piece of meat.

“Morning, Sheriff,” he drawls. “And who’s this tasty morsel?”

Darlene’s eyes narrow, and there’s that crackle of power around her that heats the air. It’s always something to behold. “Watch your mouth, Tobias,” she snaps. “This is Marian Roe, and you’ll treat her with respect.”

The shorter guard, a woman with cropped hair and a scar across her cheek, elbows Tobias hard. “Shut up. Sorry about him, Sheriff. He’s an idiot.”

“Is Stone in?”

“Yeah, she’s inside. Go on through.” The shorter guard eyes us but steps aside, pulling Tobias with her. He gives Roe one last lingering look, and she flips him off.

We walk into the heart of the park. Trailers are huddled together, a mix of old and new, some looking like they’re about to fall apart. Wolves, both in human and wolf form, watch us. Kids—pups—run around, their energy infectious despite my general disdain for everything. They’re cute, though; I’ll give them that.

Roe crouches down, surrounded by a gaggle of wide-eyed pups. She digs into her pockets, pulling out trinkets like some sort of Santa Claus. A yo-yo, a rubber ball, and a pack of gum. The kids are all over her, giggling and asking for more.

“What else ya got, lady?” one pup with pigtails demands.

Roe smirks. “Hold on, kid. Let me see.” She pulls out a pocket knife and flips it open.

“Roe!” Darlene’s head immediately snaps to her.

“Roe, are you serious?” I mutter. “Giving kids knives?”

“It’s fine. I’m not giving it to them. Just showing,” she shoots back, tucking the knife away. She tosses a candy bar to one of the kids instead. “Here, chew on this.”

“Sheriff, is it true you can turn into a hellhound?” A boy asks.

Darlene chuckles. “Only when I’m really mad. So don’t give me a reason, okay?” She kneels to let a giggling girl try on her hat. “Careful with that, kiddo.”

“You’re so cool, Sheriff!” the girl gushes, tipping the hat at a rakish angle.

I wander off to a stall selling werewolf trinkets. A scruffy-looking vendor eyes me but doesn’t stop me from inspecting his wares.

“How much for the wolfsbane?” I ask, pointing at a jar of dried leaves.

“Twenty bucks an ounce,” he grunts.

I frown. “That’s daylight robbery.”

“Take it or leave it, witch.”

I resist the urge to hex him and hand over the money. As I pocket the herbs, a tug at my coat annoys me. A tiny girl with big blue eyes stares up at me, holding a battered stuffed wolf.

“Can you fix Mr. Snuggles?” she asks, her voice so soft it’s almost lost in the camp’s noise.

I sigh, crouching down. “Give him here.”

She smiles and hands over the toy.

“Réparer léger,” I murmur, my fingers tingling with energy as I trace a small circle over the damaged area, then snap my fingers. The torn seams stitch themselves up, and I hand the now-intact wolf back to her.

“Wow, thank you!” she beams, running off to show her friends.

I stand up, brushing dirt off my knees, and catch Roe watching me with a smirk.

“Shut up,” I snap.

“Didn’t say a word.” She raises her hands up in mock surrender.

Darlene finally rounds up the pups, herding them back toward their den. “Alright, kiddos, playtime’s over. Go help your parents.”

A collective groan rises, but they obey, scampering off.

Darlene straightens, fixing her hat back in place. “Thanks for being patient. Now, let’s get down to business.”

We approach the largest trailer, a beat-up silver beast with a makeshift porch. Darlene knocks, a heavy thud that rattles the door. It opens, and Alpha Stone stands there, nearly blocking out the light.

Holy shit, she’s tall. She has to lean down so her head doesn’t hit the ceiling, and her eyes are the palest blue I’ve ever seen, like ice. Under them are dark circles, like she hasn’t slept in years. And she’s wearing this tank top that clings to her muscles in a way that’s hard not to notice, a black binder underneath.

Roe, of course, is staring at her like a fucking idiot. Figures. Darlene gives a slight nod of appreciation, trying to keep her cool. Jesus, we’re all here, trying not to drool over the intimidatingly hot alpha.

“Morning, Sheriff Glascott,” Stone says, her voice is deep and smooth, like whiskey, “and company.”

“We need to talk.”

“Come in,” Stone steps back, holding the door open. “Mind the mess.”

Inside, the trailer is surprisingly tidy, though it smells like wolf, which, shocker, I guess. Stone motions us to a small sitting area, where a couch and mismatched chairs surround a coffee table covered in maps and papers.

I sit on the worn couch, crossing my legs and trying not to think about how hot Stone is. Roe plops down beside me, too close as always, and I elbow her away. She glares but doesn’t say anything.

“Nice place,” Roe says sarcastically.

“We make do. Tea? Coffee?”

“Coffee sounds good,” Darlene replies, still standing.

Stone moves around the small kitchen, handing us each a mug of steaming black coffee.

“We’re here because your pack’s scent has been all over Woodburn’s territory. Care to explain?”

“Our scent? You make it sound like we’re pissing all over your trees,” she says flatly.

Roe laughs, trying and failing to cover it with a cough.

Darlene’s lips twitch. “You know what I mean, Stone. Your wolves have been crossing the border.”

Stone settles into a creaking chair. “We’ve had some... issues lately. A few of our younger members have been acting out. Territory lines don’t mean much to them.”

“Isn’t that your job to enforce?” I snap.

Stone’s eyes flick to me, and for a moment, I think she’s going to deck me. But instead, she just sighs. “You must be Ava. The mouthy one.”

“Got a problem with that?”

“Nope. Just didn’t expect you to be so... petite.”

I bristle, but Darlene cuts in. “Look, we need to deal with this. The Woodburn pack is gettin’ antsy. They think you’re trying to take their territory.”

Stone looks away for a moment. “Listen, we’ve been dealing with Hunters. They’ve been pushing us out, forcing us to move constantly. Didn’t realize we were trespassing.”

“Hunters,” I mutter. “Fucking wonderful.”

“Language,” Darlene warns.

“And you didn’t think to mention this earlier?”

Stone’s gaze flicks to me, expression unchanged. “Didn’t see the point. We handle our own problems.”

“Hunters?” Roe pipes up. “Why would they—”

Stone cuts her off, not unkindly. “Sweetheart, Hunters don’t need a reason. They just need targets.”

Jesus. Sweetheart. Roe practically melts.

I roll my eyes. “So, you’re saying your pack had no choice but to trespass on our territory?”

A faint cry comes from another room in the trailer—a baby’s wail. Stone doesn’t react; just stares at us. “That’s my daughter,” she says. “She’s been fussy lately.”

“You have a kid?” Roe blurts out.

“Yes. She’s... a handful.”

“You don’t say,” I mutter.

“Anyway, we’re not here to start a war. We’re just trying to survive.”

Darlene nods. “And what do you expect us to do about it?”

Stone shrugs. “I was hoping for cooperation. Maybe an alliance, temporary, until the Hunters are dealt with.”

Roe leans in. “What can we do to help?”

“Roe, this isn’t a charity.”

“No,” Roe shoots back, glaring at me. “But if we help them, maybe they’ll help us.”

“She’s got a point,” Stone adds.

“Of course she does,” I mutter.

“Enough,” Darlene says sharply. “We’ll discuss this later. For now, let’s focus on the immediate threat.”

The baby’s cries grow louder, more insistent. Stone’s expression softens for a moment. “Excuse me,” she says, rising and heading towards the noise.

“This is gonna be a shitshow,” I mutter, leaning back.

“Tell me something I don’t know.”

“Behave you two.”

Stone returns a moment later, cradling a bundle. It’s a little thing with a shock of white hair just like hers. She sits down, the infant looking impossibly small against her frame. The baby’s cries quiet down as Stone rocks her gently.

“What’s her name?” I ask before I can stop myself, my voice softer. God, I hate when I get like this.

“Violet.”

“Beautiful name,” Darlene says.

“How old is she?” Roe asks.

“Six months,” Stone replies. “She’s the reason we’ve been so desperate.”

Something twists inside me. It’s not jealousy, more like... longing. I push it down. This isn’t the time to get soft.

“So, what’s the plan?” I ask.

“First, we need more information,” Darlene says. “Stone, any help you can provide would be appreciated. We’ll need to coordinate to handle these Hunters.”

“Agreed. I’ll get my commanders to compile what we’ve got. You’ll have it by tonight.”

“Efficient,” I say. “I like it.”

“Glad to meet your standards. There’s been a group of them, about five or six, hitting us every few days. Always at night. They know our schedules, our routines. It’s like they’re trying to wear us down.”

“Any idea who they’re working for? Or are they just freelancing?”

“Hard to say. But they’re organized. Too organized for random Hunters.” Stone’s jaw tightens. “They’ve taken two of my best already. We’re running out of time.”

Darlene stands, signalling the end of our visit. “We’ll start with a patrol tonight. See if we can catch them in the act. Ava, Roe, you’re with me.” She tips her hat. “Thank you, Stone.”

As we head back out, Roe lingers for a moment, giving Stone a quick look before following us. “She’s hot,” Roe mutters once we’re out of earshot. “And she called me sweetheart.”

I groan. “If you’re that desperate for attention, maybe find someone who isn’t part of our current problem.”

“Jealous much?”

“Never.”

“I agree with Ava,” Darlene adds. “You shouldn’t mix business and pleasure.”

“Says you.” Roe smirks, looking between me and Darlene.

What the fuck? How does she—Scrabble. Fucking Scrabble. “Darlene—“

“I’m going to let the others know what’s happening,” Darlene says, making a quick escape.

“Roe—“ I turn to her.

“Relax, witchy—“

“Relax?”

“Yeah, relax.Darlene said you two used to fuck, that’s all.”

I scoff, resisting the urge to punch her. “She didn’t mention anything else?”

“No, nothing else.”

“I don’t appreciate you going behind my back. You should’ve asked me.”

“I know. I’m sorry, but you never would’ve—“

“Listen up!” Darlene’s voice cuts through. She stands in the middle of the camp. “I spoke with Alpha Stone. From now on, I’ll be assisting in the Hunter problem. This will require your cooperation in order to protect everyone.”

A ripple of murmurs goes through the crowd, but they quiet down when Darlene glares at them.

“I need all scouts and guards to stay at camp or patrol within three miles. We can’t afford to be caught off guard if the Hunters decide to raid.” Darlene continues, “Tonight, Alpha Stone, Ava, Roe, and I will go search for the Hunters. We’ll take care of this threat before it escalates.”

A young wolf speaks up, his voice shaky. “What if the Hunters come while you’re gone?”

“Enough guards will be here to protect the camp. And we’ll be back as soon as we can. We’re not letting anything happen to you.”

Another wolf, a guy with a scar running down his cheek, steps forward. “We can’t just sit around waiting for them to pick us off. We need to take the fight to them.”

Darlene’s jaw tightens. “We will. But we need to be smart about it.

Whispers begin, and some wolves growl in frustration. They’re on edge, and I can’t blame them. Being hunted is enough to drive anyone mad, but this lack of discipline is going to get them killed.

Stone steps out of her trailer, her presence immediately commanding silence. “Enough. The Sheriff is right. We need to protect our home first. If the Hunters attack while we’re out looking for them, we’ll lose everything.”

The scarred wolf scowls but nods, backing down. The others follow suit, grumbling but compliant.

Roe leans against the trailer. “So we just sit on our asses until then?”

I elbow her in the ribs. “It’s called patience.”

“Not my strong suit.”

“No shit.”

The wolves disperse, and Darlene walks over to us. “You two ready for tonight?”

“Ready as we’ll ever be,” I say, my voice flat. “Not like we have much choice.”

“Welp, I’m gonna talk to Stone.” Roe saunters off.

Darlene turns to me. “You tell her yet?”

“No, but I will.”

Roe sidles up to Stone like a lovesick puppy. Can she be more obvious?

I edge closer, pretending to be interested in a particularly fascinating patch of dirt so I can eavesdrop.

“So, Alpha Stone, how long have you been leading your pack?” Roe tries to sound casual.

“Since my father stepped down three years ago. He decided to retire.”

Roe nods, pretending to be thoughtful. “That’s... cool. Must be a lot of responsibility.”

“It is, but I manage.”

Roe shifts her weight, clearly trying to figure out her next move. “You know, you’re different from most werewolves I’ve met.”

Stone raises a brow. “Different how?”

Roe smiles. “I don’t know, just... less aggressive. More... reserved.”

Stone tilts her head. “I suppose that’s a compliment. Thank you.”

“It is. I mean, you’re, uh, really impressive.”

Stone’s lips twitch, the closest thing to a smile I’ve seen from her. “Thank you, Roe. You’re very kind.”

Kind? I almost laugh.

Roe shuffles her feet, looking like a nervous teenager. “So, um, do you get a lot of free time, or is it all pack business?”

“Mostly pack business. But I find time to relax.”

Roe’s eyes light up. “What do you do?”

“I read. I enjoy hiking. Occasionally, I go into town.”

Roe’s smile widens. “That sounds nice. Maybe you could show me some of the hiking trails sometime.”

I roll my eyes. Subtle, Roe. Really subtle.

Stone’s smile grows a little, and she actually looks a bit shy. It’s almost cute. “I would like that. You’re... interesting, Roe.”

Interesting? Sure, let’s go with that. At least Stone’s not predatory like most werewolves, which is good, I guess.

“Cool, cool,” Roe says. “We should definitely do that. Soon.”

“Yes. Soon.”

I wish Stone was more like other werewolves. Then I could hate her or fight her—preferably, both.

Still trying to keep the conversation going, Roe asks, “So, what’s it like being an alpha?”

Stone sighs softly. “It’s a lot of responsibility. Ensuring the safety and well-being of my pack is my priority.”

“That’s... really admirable.” 

“It can be difficult, but it’s worth it. Knowing they’re safe makes it all worth it.”

Roe’s about to say something else, but I’ve had enough. I step out from my spot and make my way over to them.

“Roe,” I snap. “Darlene needs you.”

She jumps slightly, glaring at me. “Do you have to sneak up like that?”

“Yes. Let’s move.”

“Darlene didn’t say anything to me.”

“She’s busy. Just go.”

Roe looks at Stone, who nods slightly. “Go ahead, Roe. We can talk later.”

Roe gives Stone one last lingering look before heading off toward Darlene. I’m left standing there with Stone, who watches me with that same calm, unreadable expression.

“You don’t like me much, do you?” Stone says, her tone more matter-of-fact than accusatory.

I shrug. “I don’t like most people.”

“Noted.”

I walk towards the others. Roe’s smoking a cigarette now, taking a drag before offering it to Darlene, who declines with a motion of her hand. Hearing my footsteps, Roe glares.

“I was having a conversation, y’know.”

“A conversation with a fucking predator,” I snap back. “She’s playing you, Roe.”

“I think we should all take a—“

“Maybe I don’t mind being played.”

“You should. She’s using you.”

Roe crosses her arms. “And what if I’m using her back?”

“Don’t be stupid.”

Darlene clears her throat. “Ladies, let’s keep this civil.”

Roe scoffs. “I can take care of myself. I’ve been doing it long before you showed up.”

“Yeah, you’re doing a bang-up job so far,” I snap. “Your house is ashes, your aunt’s dead, and your best friend’s a corpse. Great track record.”

“Ava...” Darlene warns.

Roe’s face goes pale, and for a moment, I regret my words. But only for a moment. “You think I wanted any of that to happen?” she whispers, her voice shaking.

“I think you’re playing with fire and you don’t even realise it,” I say, my voice softer. “And I’m tired of watching you get burned.”

Roe steps closer, invading my space. “You don’t get to tell me who I can or can’t be with, Ava. Not you.”

“I’m trying to keep you safe,” I hiss.

“I didn’t ask for your protection,” she snaps back. “And I sure as hell didn’t ask for your permission to live my life.”

We stand there, breathing hard, glaring at each other. I want to shake, kiss, and scream at her all at once. But instead, I take a step back, putting distance between us.

“Fine,” I say, my voice cold. “Do what you want. But don’t come crying to me when it all goes to hell.”

“Fuck you, Ava,” she spits, storming off.

“Likewise.”

Fuck’s sake.

“You can’t control who she likes,” Darlene says, her voice annoyingly calm.

“I don’t want to control her,” I snap, lighting a cigarette. “I just don’t want her getting killed because she’s an idiot.”

Darlene sighs. “It’s not just about protecting her, is it?”

I glare at her, but she’s right and knows it. “She doesn't know what she’s getting into.”

“She’s a grown woman. She can make her own choices.”

I inhale deeply, letting the smoke burn my lungs before exhaling slowly. “Supernaturals are dangerous. Werewolves, vampires, even fucking witches. They’re all killers.”

“Including you?”

“Especially me.”

Darlene doesn’t say anything for a moment. “You like her.”

“Fuck off,” I mutter, but there’s no heat in it.

“I’m serious. You like her, and it’s messing with your head.”

“I don’t like her. I don’t want her.”

“Could have fooled me.”

I throw the cigarette to the ground, crushing it under my boot. “She can’t be with a supernatural. Not even me. It’s too dangerous.”

Darlene chuckles softly. “You’re scared.”

“I’m not scared,” I lie.

“You’re scared she’ll get hurt. You’re scared you’ll hurt her. And you’re scared because you can’t love her back.”

“That’s her problem.” I can’t return her feelings—not because I don’t want to, but because I can’t. Love isn’t in my cards—never has been. “I can’t love her. Even if I wanted to.”

“But you want her.”

“Yeah,” I admit. “But not like that.”

“Then tell her that. Before she does something stupid. You might not love her romantically but that doesn’t mean you don’t care deeply. Just be honest with her. And with yourself.”

“I can’t... I just can’t,” I whisper. The vulnerability in my voice makes me cringe.

Aromantic, that’s what they call it. Can’t love. Can’t feel that deep, emotional connection that everyone else seems to crave. It’s like a part of me is missing, and it makes me want to tear my hair out and scream until my throat is raw.

Darlene puts a hand on my shoulder. “It’s okay, Ava. You don’t have to be something you’re not.”

I rest my head on her shoulder. Just long enough to feel a flicker of comfort. “I hate myself for it, you know.”

And fuck, I want to cry. I haven’t cried in years, but right now it feels like the only thing I can do.

“Hey, it’s okay,” Darlene murmurs, patting my back. “It’s okay to feel like this.”

“No, it’s not. It’s fucking pathetic.”

“No, it’s human,” she corrects me. “Even for someone like you.”

“Thanks for putting up with my shit,” I murmur.

“Don’t mention it.”

We stay like that for a moment, the world falling away. I rarely let my guard down, but Darlene’s one of the few people I trust.

But then I realise what I’m doing, and embarrassment creeps up the back of my neck. I pull back, clearing my throat. “Alright, enough of that. Roe can fuck up her life however she wants.”

Darlene gives me a small smile. “You’re not fooling anyone. Least of all yourself.”

“Yeah, yeah,” I grumble, brushing off my coat. “I’ve got better things to do than stand here and have a therapy session.”

“Just think about what I said, okay? And maybe cut her some slack. She’s been through a lot, too.” Understatement of the century.

“I’ll talk to her. But if she flirts with another werewolf, I swear to God, I’m locking her in a goddamn cage.”

She chuckles. “Good luck with that.”

I find Roe by the edge of the woods. She’s sitting on a fallen log, whittling a stick into some vague shape. She doesn’t even look up as I approach.

“You’re gonna get splinters doing that.”

“Thanks, Mom,” she retorts, not missing a beat. “What do you want?”

“To talk. About earlier.” I take a step closer.

“Fine. Talk.”

I take a deep breath, trying to organise my thoughts. I’m not good at this. But I have to try. “Do you have any idea how dangerous it is to get involved with supernaturals? They’re not like humans. They can’t control their instincts. And if you get too close, you’re putting yourself in serious danger.”

“Stone’s harmless,” she says, standing up.

“Harmless?” I bark out a laugh. “That ‘harmless’ werewolf can tear you apart if she loses control. You have no idea what you’re dealing with.”

“And you do? What makes you the expert?”

“Because I am one, Roe!” I shout. “I hunt these things for a living. I know what they’re capable of.”

“What makes you so different?”

Fuck. She’s too perceptive for her own good. I have to be careful here.

“I’m not saying I’m different. I’m saying I know what they can do. And I don’t want you getting hurt. I’m trying to keep you alive, you stubborn idiot.”

“Maybe I don’t need you to keep me alive. Ever think of that?”

I close the distance between us in three quick strides, grabbing her by the collar of her shirt, pulling her closer until our noses are almost touching. Close enough that I can count the freckles on her face.

“You don’t get it, do you?” I growl. “I’m trying to save you from becoming another fucking statistic. You think you’re invincible, but you’re not. You’re just a human. Playing make-believe in a world that’s all too real. These creatures, they will tear you apart.”

“Why do you care so much?” she demands. “Why does it matter to you?”

“Because...” The words catch in my throat. This is the part I didn’t want to admit, even to myself. “Because I care about you, you stupid fucking human. You’re the most annoying person I’ve ever met, but I can’t stand the thought of losing you.”

“What?”

Something shifts in her expression, the anger fading. She’s looking at me like she’s seeing me for the first time. And damn it all.

“You care about me?”

“Yes, you fucking moron. I care. Why the hell do you think I’m still here? You think I enjoy dragging your ass out of trouble every day? Stop flirting with death. Because if... if you die, it’s going to be on me. And I can’t... I can’t handle that.”

“Ava,” she whispers, and it’s the softest I’ve ever heard her voice.

My grip tightens on her collar, my knuckles white, and I realise I’m trembling. We’re so close now, our lips almost brushing. Every fibre of my being wants to close the distance, to just kiss her.

Roe’s eyes flicker down to my lips, and I can see the conflict in her gaze. She wants this, too. She leans in just a fraction, and I feel the brush of her lips against mine. It’s the lightest touch, barely there, but it sends a jolt of electricity through me. I feel like I’m on fire. Her hands move to my waist, gripping me tightly as if she’s afraid I might vanish. It would be so easy to let myself fall into her.

But I can’t. Not with what I am. Not with what she might be.

It takes everything in me to pull away before it becomes more. “I... I can’t. I can’t do this to you.”

“Ava, please,” she murmurs, her voice raw. “I... I care about you too.”

Hearing those words almost breaks me. But I can’t. It’ll destroy us both.

Roe leans her forehead against mine. “I’m not afraid of you.”

“You should be. You should be afraid of everything I am.”

She reaches up, her fingers tangling in my hair, pulling me closer again. “Please. I... I need you.”

“No,” I whisper, though it feels like I’m ripping my own heart out. “I can’t let you get hurt because of me.”

I feel her trying to close the distance, to kiss me for real, but I turn my head away. “Don’t make this harder than it already is.”

Her face crumples, and she buries it in the crook of my shoulder. “Please,” she begs, her voice muffled against my skin. “Please, Ava. Don’t push me away.”

I run a hand through her hair. “I’m not pushing you away. I’m trying to keep you safe.”

“I don’t want safe. I want you.”

“I care about you too much to let you get hurt. You’re important to me, Roe. More than you know.”

She pulls back slightly, her eyes searching mine. “Then show me,” she whispers. “Show me how much you care.”

“I already am. Every second I hold back, every time I stop myself from kissing you, it’s because I care.”

“Then what am I supposed to do? Pretend I don’t feel this way?”

“You stay alive. That’s what you do. You stay the hell away from supernaturals, including me.”

“This isn’t fair,” she whispers.

“I know. But it’s the only way.” I push her away gently and turn away. “This is for your own good. I’m sorry.”

“I’m not giving up on you, Ava. Not ever.”

I don’t turn around. I can’t bear to see the look in her eyes. “You’re a stubborn idiot.”

“Guess that makes two of us.”
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter Break

[image: ]


Please Stay, Even Though I’m a Mess

––––––––
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Fuck. I’m totally not crying. Totally not. My throat is tight, my eyes burn, but tears? No. Fuck tears.

“This is for your own good,” Ava had said, her voice cold, distant. Her green eyes, usually so piercing, had been void of emotion. She might as well have stabbed me with a rusty knife. At least that would’ve been quicker.

The feel of her hand on my chest pushing me away. We were so close. So fucking close. I could almost feel the warmth of her lips. I should have kissed her.

She’s going to leave me.

I squeeze my eyes shut, my hands trembling. The familiar itch is back, the one that whispers how good it would feel to press a cigarette into my skin, to watch the burn blossom and feel something other than this ache. It’s been so long since I last did it, but right now, it’s all I can think about.

I need it. Fuck, I need it.

My hand moves on its own, slipping into my pocket like a trained thief. Cold metal meets my skin, and I run my fingers along the engraved flowers.

God, it would help. So fucking much. I feel it, every cell in my body screaming for it. A flash of heat, the sweet sting of pain, and all this noise would go quiet. The buzzing would stop. The itch would be gone.

Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it.Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it. Do it.

I try to pull my hand out of my pocket, but it’s like my arm is made of lead, the weight of it pulling me down, down, down. It’s all instinct now, no logic, no reason—just the overwhelming need to make it stop. I pull out the lighter and stare at it.

I flick it open, but I don’t light it. Not yet. Just hearing that tiny metallic click sends a shiver down my spine, the kind that makes me feel alive and dead at the same time. I can’t fucking breathe.

But then my muscles lock up, and I can’t bring myself to do it.

Fuck.

I slam my fist into the nearest tree, bark biting into my knuckles. The pain comes a second later, knuckles throbbing. It’s never enough. I can’t keep hurting myself, but I don’t know how to stop.

I’m panting, forcing myself to shove the lighter back into my pocket. My whole body is shaking, demanding the release I just denied it.

I feel sick. My stomach churns, and I double over, trying to breathe through the nausea.

“I didn’t do it. I didn’t do it. I didn’t do it.”

I straighten up, wiping sweat off my forehead with a shaking hand. I can’t stay here. The woods feel like they’re closing in, trees leaning in like they’re trying to swallow me whole. I start walking, legs stiff, unsteady, like I’m learning how to move all over again.

I can resist it, even if it doesn’t feel like it. And I keep walking because it’s all I can do.

“She’s a fucking idiot,” I say to the trees. “Pushing me away like that. Like I can’t handle myself.”

Deep down, I know she thinks she’s doing me a favor. Keeping me safe. Supernaturals and specialists, fucking Lucifer. It’s bullshit. I’ve lost everything. Aunt Maggie. Charlie. What else is there to lose?

Staying close to her is a death sentence. But it doesn’t matter. I’d rather die by her side than live knowing I gave up on her.

I can’t stop picturing her. Her blonde hair, always a bit messy, like she just rolled out of bed. The way she scrunches her nose when she’s pissed off, which is most of the time. God, I love that nose. Roman, prominent bridge, just a little crooked. It suits her. I wonder if she knows how perfect it is. Probably not.

I feel like a fucking idiot. A pathetic, love-struck idiot. Fuck, do I love her? No. No, I can’t. I can’t love her. I’ve known her for six fucking days. What kind of idiot falls in love in six days? Me, apparently.

There’s a rustle behind me. Ava? My heart leaps. Maybe she’s come back to apologize or to just admit she’s scared. Darlene steps out from behind a tree, her wide-brimmed hat tipped forward.

“Roe,” she says softly.

“Darlene,” I mutter, wiping my eyes quickly. She doesn’t need to see me like this. I already feel pathetic enough.

She approaches slowly. “You okay?”

“What do you think?” I snap, my voice cracking. Fuck. “Sorry. Just...no. I’m not okay.”

“Wanna talk about it?”

“Talk about what? How I let myself get close to someone for the first time in years, only to have her push me away? How my house is a pile of ashes, the people I love are dead, and I’m stuck in this fucking mess because I tried to help her?”

“Ava’s trying to protect you. She’s got her own demons, you know that.”

“Yeah, well, her demons can go fuck themselves,” I spit. The anger feels good, a hell of a lot better than the pain. “And so can she.”

Darlene’s eyes soften and she pulls me into a hug. I stiffen at first, but then I melt into her embrace, the tears finally breaking free. They fall hot and fast, soaking into her coat.

“Let it out,” she whispers. “You don’t have to be strong all the time.”

I sob, the sound raw and ugly. “I just...I don’t know what to do. I feel so fucking lost.”

She holds me tighter. “We’ll figure it out. You’re not alone in this.”

I want to believe her. I really do.

After a while, my sobs subside, and I pull back, wiping my eyes with the back of my hand. “Thanks,” I mumble, feeling awkward.

“Of course,” Darlene says, giving me a small smile. “You’re stronger than you think, Roe. And you’re not as alone as you feel.”

“Why is Ava like this?”

“Like what?”

“Like a fucking ice queen. One minute she’s there, and the next she’s gone. She acts like she cares, but then she pushes me away. What the hell is her deal?”

Darlene sighs, looking up at the bright blue sky. “It’s complicated. Ava’s been through a lot. More than most people could handle.”

“That’s not an answer,” I snap. “I need to know why.”

“It’s not my place to tell you everything, Roe. Ava’s past is hers to share, if she ever decides to.”

“Come on, Darlene,” I plead. “Just give me something. Anything.”

Darlene hesitates, then finally nods. “Alright, but only a little. Ava lost someone really close to her. Someone she cared about deeply.”

My heart skips a beat. “Who?”

“I can’t tell you that,” she says firmly. “But she blames herself for their death. She thinks it’s her fault, that she’s the reason they died. It’s why she pushes everyone away, or at least tries to. She doesn’t want to get close to anyone else, afraid it’ll happen again.”

“So she just goes around hurting people before they can hurt her? That’s her grand plan?”

“It’s not a plan,” she says softly. “It’s a defense mechanism. She’s scared, Roe. Scared of losing more people she cares about.”

“Well, she’s doing a good job of it.”

Darlene smiles sadly. “Trust doesn’t come easy for Ava. Not after what she’s been through. But she cares about you.”

“She has a funny way of showing it.”

“She’s trying to protect you,” she insists. “Even if it means hurting you. She doesn’t want you to end up like...like the others.”

“I wish she’d talk to me,” I whisper. “Let me help.”

“Maybe she will, in time. Just be patient. And don’t give up on her.”

“I won’t. I can’t.”

Darlene squeezes my shoulder. “Good. She needs someone like you, even if she doesn’t realize it yet.”
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Maybe I Should’ve Died in the Crusades

––––––––
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This is bullshit. Midnight in the fucking forest, exactly where I want to be. Except it's not. The cold bites at my skin, making me shiver under my coat. Stone walks a bit in front of me, effortlessly silent. How someone that big can move without making a sound is beyond me.

Darlene partnered me with her, which is probably for the best. Darlene can protect Roe better than I can, and Roe probably doesn’t want to see me right now anyway.

“Any sign of them?” I ask, kicking at a root and nearly tripping. Smooth, Ava. Real professional.

Stone grunts in response.

“Do you ever actually talk or do you just grunt in werewolf?” I mutter.

She gives me that blank look she’s so good at. “I talk.”

“This is what you do for fun?”

“Patrol? Yes.”

“Fascinating,” I drawl. “Ever consider saying more than two words in an hour?”

“I don’t need to.”

“Brilliant. You know, normal people make conversation. It’s a thing.”

She shrugs. “Not much to say.”

“It won’t kill you. Maybe tell me about your favourite colour or some shit.”

“Blue.”

“Riveting. What’s your first name? Gravel? Boulder? Pebble, maybe?"

“It’s Haris.”

“Haris? That’s it? I was hoping for something more fitting. Like, Rockslide or Golem.”

“And Ava? What is that short for? Avocado? Avalanche? Avian flu?”

I bark out a laugh despite myself. “Touché, Boulder.”

“Watch your step.”

I scoff. “Thanks, Mum.”

And then the ground drops from under us.

“Fuck!”

For a split second, I’m weightless, and then we’re yanked upwards, a net tightening around us. Fuck. We’re caught, hanging in the air like a pair of idiots. I’m pressed against Stone, our bodies entangled, the rough rope biting into my skin through my clothes.

There’s no space. Absolutely no space. I can’t move.

“Trap.”

“No shit.” I feel her thigh between my legs. “Get off me.”

I struggle against the ropes, feeling them dig into my skin. Trapped. Fucking trapped. The Hunters could be here any second, and we’re sitting ducks. My breath comes in short gasps, chest tight. Can’t breathe. Fucking hell, I can’t—

“Ava, calm down. Breathe with me.”

“Calm down? We’re hanging from a fucking tree!” My voice cracks, betraying the panic I desperately try to shove down.

“I know. Just breathe.” Her voice is soft.

“I—“ I’m hyperventilating, chest heaving.

“Breathe. In and out. Slowly.”

I grit my teeth but try to match her breaths. In. Out. Fuck, it’s working. My heart slows a fraction. She’s so close. Her other hand cups my cheek, thumb stroking the skin there.

“It’s okay. I’m here. We’ll be fine.”

Her touch is nice. Too nice. The warmth of her skin, the gentle pressure of her fingers. It helps. It fucking helps.

“I’m getting us out,” she whispers, her lips brushing against my ear. It sends a shiver down my spine. “Trust me.”

“Fine.”

Stone’s body is warm, solid, and very, very close, her thigh wedged between my legs. I swallow a curse, feeling the heat rising in my cheeks. This is not the time for my demon half to act up. Goddamn.

“Any brilliant ideas?” My voice comes out strained. Her thigh is pressing right against my core, and every twitch sends sparks shooting through me. I’m getting wet, slick and needy. Fucking hell.

Stone looks down at me. “Just hold still. I’ll get us out of this.”

“Yeah, sure you will.”

As she shifts, trying to reach for a knife or something useful, her thigh rubs against me just right, and I gasp. Stone freezes.

“Did I hurt you?” she asks, genuinely concerned. Of course, she has no idea.

“No,” I snap, trying to keep my voice steady. “Just—just don’t move like that.”

She’s trying to be careful now, which is almost worse. Every slight shift sends another jolt of pleasure through me, and I’m clinging to my self-control by a thread. My breathing quickens, and I bite my lip to keep from making any noise. I squirm, trying to get some space. It doesn’t help. Her thigh grinds against me even more.

“Stop moving,” she says.

“Can’t.” My breath hitches. “You’re—oh, fuck—”

“Oh.”

“Yeah, oh. Now move—”

She shifts, trying to give me space, but her thigh presses harder against me, and a moan slips out before I can stop it. She freezes again, and for a second, I think she might actually do something useful. But no, she just fumbles to get us out of this mess. I’m going to kill her. I’m going to fucking kill her if I ever get out of this.

“Stone—fuck, just—”

“Sorry.”

My hips have a mind of their own now, rocking against her thigh. I hate myself for it, for how badly I need it, for how fucking desperate I am.

I can’t help it. The friction, the heat, the way her thigh keeps hitting just the right spot—it’s too much. My body trembles, and I’m so close, so fucking close, and then she shifts again.

“Fuck, Stone, I’m—”

“Ava—”

The net shifts, pressing us even closer. My clit throbs against her thigh, and I grind down hard. The world narrows to that single point of contact, to the building pressure that finally, finally breaks.

My orgasm crashes over me, a wave of intense pleasure that leaves me shaking and breathless. I bury my face in her shoulder. Stone stays still, her body tense, unsure of what to do.

Then, slowly, she tries to shift again. “Ava...”

“Don’t. Move.” My voice is weak, but there’s an edge to it. I’m still trembling, my body oversensitive. I need a moment to gather myself, to push the shame and frustration back down.

She nods, staying still.

I can’t believe I let that happen. Worse, I can’t believe I did it to her. The silence is suffocating. Any second now, she’s going to say something, pull away, look at me like I’m disgusting.

Stone’s arm shifts, her hand coming to rest on my back. The touch is so gentle, so careful, it almost doesn’t register at first. She starts rubbing slow circles against my back.

I tense up, waiting for the other shoe to drop.

“Stone,” my voice cracks.

She doesn’t say anything. Not a word. Just keeps rubbing my back, her touch light. Like she’s trying to calm me down, to let me know it’s okay. But it’s not. Nothing about this is okay. I should be pushing to get away, to put distance between us, to apologise. But I just stay there, my face buried against her shoulder.

I remember all the times hands were on me—unwanted and rough, lips whispering disgusting things. The taste of their mouths, stale and sour, the reek of their sweat on my skin. The way they never listened, never stopped when I said no, or maybe, or even when I didn’t say anything at all. I feel sick. The way they’d all looked at me afterward like I was nothing. Less than nothing.

But Stone’s hand on my back...it’s so different. There’s nothing sexual about it, nothing demanding.

My throat tightens. I hate it. I hate how much I want to lean into her touch, how much I want to believe that this moment isn’t a fucking fluke.

“Why are you...” My voice trails off. I can’t finish the question.

“Hmm?” She makes a soft sound.

I grit my teeth, trying to pull myself together, but every time I try to move, her hand stills like she’s afraid I’ll slip away.

“You don’t have to—” I start, but she cuts me off with the slightest increase in pressure, her hand pressing a little firmer against my back.

“Shh,” she murmurs.

“Stone,” I try again. My voice shakes, and I hate myself for the way it sounds. “What... what are you doing?”

Her hand stills for a moment. Then she resumes rubbing my back, her thumb brushing against my spine. “Comforting you,” she says, and it’s so simple, it nearly makes me snap.

Comforting me. Like I’m someone who deserves comfort, someone who isn’t a fucking monster.

“You don’t have to,” I whisper. This isn’t me. I’m not supposed to need this.

“I know,” she replies softly. “But I am.”

“I’m not...” I start, but my throat closes up. I can’t say it. I can’t admit what I’m feeling, what I’m terrified of. That she’s going to push me away the second she realises what I really am. That I’m not worth this, that I’m—

“You’re not disgusting. You’re not.”

I swallow hard, biting back the sharp retort that comes to my lips. She can’t know that. If she did, she wouldn’t be doing this. She’d be like the rest of them—disgusted, repulsed, done with me.

I remember the look on Darlene’s face when she found out what I’d done; all those times I couldn’t control myself. The look of surprise, the way her eyes bore into mine, begging for it to be a lie. Then her expression hardened, fingers twitching towards her revolver. It burned. Still does. It’s worse than any wound I’ve ever taken. Worse than silver, worse than fire.

Would Roe look at me in such a way?

“I’m fine. Just... get us the fuck out of this net.”

She doesn’t move right away. “You sure?”

“I’m sure,” I snap. “Just... please, Stone.”

She hesitates for a heartbeat longer, and I swear she can see through me. Finally, she nods, shifting just enough to reach down to her boot. Stone pulls out a small, sharp knife—of course, she’s got a blade hidden there—and begins to saw through the ropes.

The net starts to give way, the fibres fraying, and I tense up, bracing for the inevitable drop. “Careful.”

It gives way, and we drop to the ground. I avoid looking at her. My cheeks burn with embarrassment.

“Sorry,” she mutters, standing up. She offers me a hand, which I take reluctantly. “Are you alright?”

“Fine,” I snap. “Just give me a second.”

“You don’t look fine.”

“I said I’m fine. Let’s just keep moving.”

“Okay. But if you need to rest, we should do that. You’re not in any shape to keep patrolling right now.”

“I’m fine,” I repeat, more quietly this time. “I can keep going.”

Stone watches me for a moment longer. “Alright.”

She falls into step beside me. We walk silently for a while, the sounds of the forest filling the gaps between us. I feel Stone’s eyes on me occasionally, like she’s making sure I’m not going to keel over.

“Stop looking at me like that,” I finally snap. “I’m not going to break.”

“I wasn’t thinking that. Just making sure you’re okay.”

“Yeah, well, I am.” The truth is, my body is still tingling, my muscles twitching with the remnants of pleasure. It’s hard to focus on anything else. Every step is a reminder of how easily my control slipped. And fuck, that’s terrifying.

Stone’s silence stretches on, but it’s not uncomfortable.

“If you ever need to talk about it...”

“I won’t,” I cut her off. “But thanks. For, you know, not making it weird.”

She gives a small nod. “Why are you always so... annoyed?”

“Annoyed? I’m not always annoyed.”

“Yes, you are.”

I narrow my eyes at her. “You don’t know me well enough to say that.”

“I’ve known you for ten hours. You’ve been annoyed for all of them.”

I huff. “Well, maybe if everyone around me wasn’t so irritating, I wouldn’t be.”

“Is that how you see it?”

“Yeah, it is. And you’re not helping.”

“I’ll try harder then.”

I blink. “What?”

“I’ll try harder to be less irritating.”

It’s such a genuine statement that I almost laugh. But it just makes me feel like an asshole. She really means it. Here I am, bitching about her, and she’s trying to accommodate me. Great. Now I feel bad.

“It’s fine. It’s not your fault.”

We walk on in silence. There’s something endearing about Stone, like a gentle giant who’s just trying to do her best. Damn it, why does she have to be so decent? It’s harder to stay pissed when she’s like this.

I catch Stone looking at me again, and I raise a brow. “What?”

She just shakes her head. “Nothing. Just... thinking.”

“About?”

“How someone so angry can be so... nice.”

“I’m not nice.”

“Sure.”

We come to a clearing, and Stone stops abruptly. I nearly crash into her, biting back a curse. She raises a hand, signalling for silence. I roll my eyes but comply, straining to hear whatever has her on edge.

A rustle. A faint snap of a twig. I tense, readying a spell. Stone’s eyes narrow, her nostrils flaring as she scents the air.

“Hunters?”

“Possibly,” she whispers.

Could this night get any worse?

Stone’s hand brushes mine as she signals me to follow her silently. The thrill of a potential fight sharpens my senses.

“Keep your head down, Avocado.”

“Fuck off, Pebble.”

I slam into something solid. I step back, blinking rapidly, and find myself face-to-face with a Hunter.

“What the fuck,” I hiss.

The Hunter, just as shocked, stands there for a second too long. His friends—five(?) more of them—emerge from the shadows. It’s awkward, like catching someone naked in a hallway.

The youngest, a girl with an oversized jacket, stares at us. “Hi.”

“What the fuck, Jenna?” an older one snaps, smacking her upside the head. “They’re our marks, not our friends.”

Stone shares a look with me before she steps forward. “You have one chance to walk away. Take it.”

The leader laughs. “Or what? You’ll huff and puff and blow us down?”

Jesus Christ, that’s the best he’s got?

“I don’t have time for this,” I sigh. “Stone, just—”

Stone lunges forward. She transforms mid-leap, her body twisting and contorting into a massive white wolf. She moves faster than any werewolf I’ve seen. One second, the leader’s standing there. The next, his throat is a bloody mess, his body hitting the ground.

One aims a crossbow at Stone’s back. “Fucking hell,” I snarl, feeling the familiar rush of power. I extend my hand, focusing in.

The air around us shifts, sharpening into invisible blades. I flick my fingers, sending a gust toward the crossbow-wielder. The wind slices through him, deep cuts appearing on his body. He drops the weapon, clutching at his bleeding chest.

Jenna just stands there, frozen in terror. I direct a gust of wind at her legs, knocking her down.

Another of the Hunters—an idiot, clearly—fires at her with a pistol. The bullet hits Stone square in the chest, but she doesn’t even flinch. What the fuck? That’s silver. It should hurt like a bitch. Bullet after bullet tears into her, but it’s like she’s made of stone, pun intended.

The other two charge at me. Idiots. I sidestep the first, slashing my hand through the air. The wind obeys, and a gust, sharp as a thousand knives, slashes through him. Flesh peels away in ribbons, blood misting the air like rain. The last one swings a sword at me, and I duck, feeling the blade whistle past my head. I snap my leg up, kicking him in the gut. He doubles over, and I bring my hands together, sending a concentrated blast of air that slices through his neck. His head tumbles to the ground, eyes still wide in shock.

Magic always drains me, and this is no exception. My knees buckle, and my vision darkens. I straighten, breathing hard.

BANG!

A shotgun blast rings out, and I see the flash of it in the dark. Stone takes it straight to the chest, the force of it pushes her back a step. Shit, she’s— But she shakes it off with a growl. The hole in her chest oozes blood, but it’s already starting to close. She tears the poor bastard’s head clean off his shoulders. I really shouldn’t be this turned on right now.

I barely notice the knife coming at me. Fuck, I got distracted. Rookie mistake. I dodge, but not fast enough. It grazes my skin just enough to sting. That pisses me off. I turn to face my attacker—a young guy, blonde hair, stupid smile. He’s probably too young for this kind of shit. But then, so was I when I started.

“Shit!” I snarl, sidestepping and blocking his next strike with my forearm. The blade skims my skin, drawing a thin line of blood.

“Sorry, you looked busy,” he says, sounding genuine. I hate him already.

My fingers twitch, magic sparking, but I decide against it. Knife fights? So much more fun. I grin as I pull out my own blade. A Gerber Ghostrike, a beautiful thing, custom handle and everything.

He lunges, and our blades meet with a metallic clang, the vibrations travelling up my arm. I pull back, feinting left before slicing at his side. He blocks it, quick as lightning, and counters with a jab toward my stomach, making me stumble back.

He’s good—too good for a kid his age. But I’m better. I flick my wrist, slashing upward, and manage to nick his forearm.

“You’re pretty good,” I admit, parrying a strike aimed at my ribs.

“Thanks! You too!” he says, beaming at me like a fucking ray of sunshine. “You’re really quick.”

“And you’re chatty,” I retort, spinning on my heel and slashing at his side. He dodges, but just barely.

He doesn’t stop smiling. What the fuck is wrong with this guy? “Can’t help it. I’m just really excited to meet you, Ava de la Roche.”

I blink. “You’re a fan?”

“I’ve read all about you,” he says as he blocks my next strike. “You’re kind of a legend.”

“Too bad I’m gonna have to kill you.” I twist my wrist, flipping the dagger to catch his next move.

“You’re even better in person!”

“Flattery won’t keep you alive.”

I aim a kick at his knee. He dodges, of course. I expected him to. But it gives me an opening to go for his knife hand, which I grab and twist. His knife clatters to the ground, and I immediately kick it away, sending it skidding across the dirt.

He surprises me by using his free hand to punch me square in the jaw. My head snaps back, and I see stars. The taste of copper floods my mouth as I stagger, but I don’t let go of his wrist.

“Sorry about that,” he says. “But I really can’t go back without at least trying to kill you, you know? The guys would never let me live it down.”

“How tragic,” I snap, finally managing to twist his arm behind his back. I hear the pop of his shoulder dislocating.

“Ow, ow, ow!” he says, and for a moment, I think he’s going to cry. But then, with a sickening crack, he slams his shoulder against a tree, popping it back into place. “Better!”

He tries to fake me out with a feint, but I see it coming a mile away, ducking under his swing and slashing at his thigh. My blade slices through fabric and skin, and he lets out a pained grunt, but he doesn’t go down. There’s a rhythm to him, a pattern I can predict.

When he lunges again, I sidestep, twisting my blade in a tight arc that sends his knife flying from his hand.

He doesn’t even look phased. Just stands there, panting and grinning. “So... what now?”

I could kill him. Should kill him. But something in his eyes—his stupid, bright, enthusiastic eyes—makes me hesitate. I huff, lowering my knife.

“Guess you get to live. Lucky you.”

His grin widens. “Really?”

“Yeah, really.” I snap my fingers, and a photograph materialises out of thin air, crisp and perfect. I scrawl my signature across it with a flourish and toss it to him. “Here’s your fucking autograph. Now get lost.”

He catches it, staring at it like I just handed him a goddamn treasure. “Thanks, Ava! You’re the best!”

“Don’t push your luck,” I mutter, but there’s no bite in it. He turns and jogs off into the woods, clutching the autograph to his chest like some kind of idiot.

I consider throwing my knife at his retreating form.

“See you around, Sunshine,” I call after him.

He pauses, looking back with that damn smile. “Looking forward to it, Ava.” And with that, he vanishes into the trees.

I sigh. “Well, that was fun. Stone?” I call out.

She turns to me, and for a split second, I’m not sure if she recognises me. But her eyes soften just a fraction, and I know she’s still in there. Then she shakes herself, literally, like a dog shaking off water. The bullets fall to the ground with a soft clink, like pebbles, while blood flies in all directions, splattering the trees, the ground, and, unfortunately, me.

“Gross,” I mutter, wiping a glob of blood off my cheek. “You couldn’t aim that somewhere else?”

She shifts back, her expression as neutral as ever. “You’re bleeding,” she says, frowning at the cut on my cheek.

“Just a scratch. You’re the one who got riddled with bullets.”

Stone looks down at herself, then back at me. “I’m fine.”

“No shit,” I mutter, wiping some of the blood off her arm. It’s a pointless gesture; she’s covered in the stuff. “Next time, maybe warn me before you go full berserker.”

“Next time, don’t bump into Hunters.”

“Asshole.”

“Professional courtesy.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

Stone turns to Jenna, her expression softening. “You’re coming with us.”

Jenna looks like she might pass out, but she nods, too terrified to refuse.

“Really? We’re taking her?” This night just keeps getting better and better.

“She’s a pup. She can be useful.”

“Right. Useful.”

We start walking back, Jenna trailing between us. Stone watches her closely like she’s some lost lamb.

“Jenna,” I start. “Why are the Hunters after Stone’s pack? What’s your deal?”

Jenna glances at Stone before answering. “There’s been trouble in the city. Werewolves causing assaults, robberies. The only known pack around here is hers.” She gestures weakly at Stone.

“Let me guess,” I say, rolling my eyes. “You assumed it was Stone’s pack because it’s easier to blame the only one you know about instead of doing actual investigative work.”

Jenna flinches but nods. “Yeah, I guess so.”

“It wasn’t us,” Stone cuts in. “We rarely head into the city, and when we do, it’s only ever for supplies.”

“Well, isn’t that convenient,” I mutter. “You Hunters really are a bunch of idiots, aren’t you?”

Jenna’s face flushes. “We were just trying to protect people.”

“Protect them by attacking the wrong group? Great job, really.”

Stone steps in. “Ava, enough. She’s just following orders.”

I huff but fall silent, my annoyance simmering. We continue walking, the sound of our footsteps the only noise in the still night. After a while, curiosity gets the better of me again.

“What else do you know, Jenna? Any more nuggets of wisdom?”

Jenna hesitates before speaking, her voice trembling. “Sheriff Wilde has been missing for weeks. Without her, the supernaturals in the area have been acting up.”

That drunk bastard. “Missing? How does a sheriff just go missing?”

Jenna shakes her head. “We don’t know. One day, she was there; the next, she wasn’t. No signs of a struggle, nothing. Just gone.”

I glance at Stone, whose expression remains neutral. “Stone, any ideas?”

“No. Wilde’s always careful. If she’s missing, something serious is going on.”

Great. Just what we need. More complications. “Fantastic. So, we’ve got rogue werewolves, missing sheriffs, and a pack of incompetent Hunters to deal with. What else could go wrong?”

Jenna looks like she wants to say something but thinks better of it. Smart move. I don’t have the patience for more stupidity tonight.

“How did you even get involved with Hunters? You don’t exactly seem like the type.”

She sighs, looking down at her feet as we walk. “My brother was killed by a vampire. I wanted to do something to protect people. Make a difference. Joining the Hunters seemed like the best way.”

“Noble cause. Shitty execution.”

Stone gives me a look, and I can’t help but smirk.

“Are you going to kill me?” Jenna asks.

Stone shakes her head. “No. You’re coming with us. In case we need any help.”

“Okay. I’ll do whatever you need.”

Eventually, we reach the trailer park. Pack members look up as we enter. Stone gives them a brief nod before addressing them.

“Found some Hunters. This one’s staying with us for now. She might have useful information.”

The pack murmurs among themselves, but no one questions Stone’s decision. Jenna stands there, looking lost and scared. Stone turns to her, her voice softening again. “You’ll be safe here. No one will harm you.”

I can’t help but snort. “Yeah, as long as you don’t do anything stupid.”

Stone gives me a pointed look, clearly disapproving, but I couldn’t care less. We’ve got bigger problems to deal with, and playing nice isn’t high on my list of priorities.

“So,” I begin. “You gonna explain how you just shrugged off a bunch of silver bullets, or is that classified information?”

“What do you mean?”

“What do I mean? Stone, they were shooting silver at you. Last time I checked, that’s supposed to be a werewolf’s kryptonite. You should be dead.”

She tilts her head slightly as if considering my words. It’s a gesture that reminds me of a dog. “They’re just bullets. They still hurt. Like needles. I heal before the silver can do any real damage.”

“Clearly. But why?”

“Not sure,” she admits. “It’s been that way since I was a kid. First time I got shot with silver, I thought it was over. But nothing happened. Just healed like a normal wound. My parents didn’t have answers, neither did the pack.”

Huh. That’s... unexpected. I was gearing up for some half-assed explanation, maybe something about ancient bloodlines or a deal with a dark god.

“So, what, you’re just built different? You ever try cutting yourself open to see what makes you like that?”

She gives me a look that’s pure Stone—deadpan, with just a hint of ‘what the fuck.’ “No.”

“Right, because that would be too easy,” I mutter. I let out a frustrated breath, running a hand through my hair. “You realise this is weird, right? Even for werewolves? You’ve basically turned into the Terminator, and no one’s asking questions?”

Stone shrugs. “I’m still alive. That’s what matters.”

“Doesn’t it bother you?” I ask, my voice softer than I intended. I almost hate myself for asking. “Not knowing why?”

She’s quiet for a moment. “I learned to stop questioning it. The more I tried to find out, the less sense it made. So I just... accepted it. There’s enough out there trying to kill me without worrying about what can’t.”

“Guess that’s one way to deal with it. Not sure I could just let it go like that.”

She turns her gaze back to me, those ice-blue eyes studying me in that way that makes me feel like she sees more than she lets on. “You’d find a way.”
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​Chapter Ten
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Everything Feels Like Fire
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Dawn breaks, a thin, pale light filtering through the trees when Darlene and Roe appear, the latter with a stupid cigarette dangling from her lips. My stomach churns at the sight. Not from the blood but from the sheer annoyance that Roe’s presence ignites.

“Ava, darling, you look like you’ve been through hell,” Darlene says.

“Hell’s cosy compared to this shithole.” I roll my shoulders.

“Morning, starshine,” Roe greets.

I grunt in response, too tired to verbally spar.

“All clear?” Darlene asks.

“Yeah, took care of the Hunters. They’re not coming back.”

“Good. We didn’t encounter much. Just some wildlife. Roe almost set the forest on fire, though.”

Roe huffs. “It was one cigarette, and it didn’t even catch.”

“Yeah, because I stomped it out before it did, you idiot.”

I smirk. “You two are a comedy act. If we survive this, you should take it on the road.”

“Fuck off,” both say.

“Seriously, though,” Darlene continues, turning to me, “how bad was it?”

I run a hand through my hair. “Bad enough. This wasn’t a random group of idiots. Might be from the Association. Sheriff Wilde is missing, too, so Portland’s gone to shit. Stone’s pack is being blamed for some attacks.”

“Missing? Wilde is missing?”

“Apparently.”

“Is that bad?” Roe asks, stupid as always.

“Yes,” Darlene snaps, beginning to pace. “It’s bad—very bad. Without a sheriff, the Association’s gonna swoop in and wipe out everyone. We need to head out now before they deal with it.”

“But we just got back—“

“We’re leaving. Now.” She heads back to the truck.

“Fuck, Ava, I swear if I don’t get coffee in the next five minutes, I’m gonna murder someone,” Roe grumbles.

“Could you complain a little louder? I don’t think the werewolves in Washington heard you.”

Roe glares at me. “I’m tired. Unlike some people, I don’t thrive on three hours of sleep and pure spite.”

“Spite is a powerful motivator,” I mutter, following Darlene.

Roe trips over a root, and I grab her arm.

“Thanks,” she says. Her grey eyes meet mine for a moment, and I see the hurt there. Fuck, what do I do?

“Don’t mention it,” I grunt, letting go as soon as she’s steady. The warmth of her skin lingers on my fingers longer than it should. Bloody inconvenient.

When we reach the truck, Darlene turns around. “By the way, Roe, you stepped in werewolf shit earlier.”

Roe’s eyes widen, and she glances down at her sneakers. They’re bright red and supposedly “lucky.”

“Fuck me,” Roe mutters, lifting her foot to inspect the damage. Sure enough, the sole is caked with a brown, stinking mess.

I can’t help it. I burst out laughing. “Oh, that’s fucking fantastic. Maybe they’ll finally bring you some real luck.”

“Piss off,” Roe snaps, her face red. “This is just fucking great.”

“Maybe if you watched where you were going instead of sulking like a damn child, you wouldn’t have stepped in it,” I retort, unable to resist. “Honestly, it’s not that hard to avoid piles of shit.”

Darlene laughs. “I’m starting to think this might be love.”

I scoff.

“Yeah, right,” Roe says, though there’s a weird note in her voice.

I lean closer to her. “Think of it as camouflage. Maybe the werewolves will mistake you for one of their own now.”

“Fuck you,” Roe growls.

“Keep dreaming.”

Roe tries to scrape the shit off the edge of the truck’s step. “These were my favorite shoes. My aunt gave them to me.”

That kills the laughter in my throat. “Sorry,” I mutter, barely audible.

Roe pauses, glancing up at me. “Thanks.”

Darlene unlocks the truck with a click. Roe throws herself against the passenger door, blocking my path.

“I’m sitting here.”

“Like hell you are.” I shove her shoulder. She doesn’t budge. “Move it. I’m not in the mood for your shit.”

“You think I am? I deserve to be passenger princess.”

Passenger princess. What a joke. “You don’t deserve anything. Now get out of my way before I—”

“Children,” Darlene calls out from the driver’s side. “We don’t have time for this. Ava, back seat. Roe, front seat.”

“Not fair.” Grudgingly, I stomp around to the back door, yanking it open and flopping onto the seat.

“Tough night, ladies?”

“I think my soul left my body around 3 a.m.” Roe rubs her temples.

“Just drive,” I say, leaning my head against the window. “I need to sleep.”

“I need to sleep,” Roe mimics, her voice high-pitched. “You sound like a brat.”

I flip her off.

Roe’s fingers twitch like a goddamn ferret on speed as she begins fiddling with the radio, changing stations every few seconds. Static, country music, some obnoxious morning show—each one lasts only a heartbeat before she moves on.

“Can you pick a station and stick with it?”

“Just trying to find something not shit,” she mutters, finally settling on a classic rock station. Thank Christ.

“Ava, I was thinking,” Darlene begins. “It might be a good idea to teach Roe some magic.”

I nearly choke on my scoff. “You’re joking.”

“Nope,” Darlene says, adjusting her wide-brimmed hat as she drives. “She needs to be able to defend herself.”

“Darlene, she’s an idiot.”

“Hey!”

“She can barely handle a coffee maker, let alone spells,” I continue, ignoring Roe. “Plus, my spells are in French. Does she look like she speaks French?”

“Je m’appelle Roe.”

“Wow, impressive. Now try casting a hex that doesn’t backfire and blow your eyebrows off.”

Darlene sighs. “Just something simple, Ava. Something to give her a fighting chance.”

I huff, glaring out the window at the passing trees. “Fine. One spell. And if she screws it up, it’s on you.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” Roe mutters, turning back to the radio.

I lean forward, resting my arms on the back of their seats. “Alright, Roe, listen up. We’ll start with something basic. Ever heard of a shielding spell?”

“Yeah, like a force field or something?”

“It’s a protective barrier. Useful when you’re being an idiot and poking at things you shouldn’t,” I say. “Repeat after me: ‘Bouclier de protection.’”

“Boo-clee-ay de pro-tek-shun?”

“Close enough,” I mutter. “Now, you need to visualize it. Picture a shield surrounding you, keeping out all the nasty shit trying to get in.”

“Like your attitude?” she quips, earning a huff from Darlene.

“Focus, Roe, or I’ll turn you into a toad,” I threaten, half-serious. “Try it now. Visualize and say the words.”

Roe closes her eyes, mumbling the words under her breath. Nothing happens for a moment, and I almost relish the opportunity to say I told you so. But then, a faint shimmer surrounds her, barely visible but definitely there.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” Darlene says. She’s positively beaming as if we’ve just discovered the next prodigy.

I sit back, mildly surprised. “Beginner’s luck. Don’t get cocky.”

Roe opens her eyes, glancing down at herself. “Did it work?”

“Yeah,” I grumble. “But don’t think this means you’re suddenly a witch or anything. You’ve got a long way to go before you’re anywhere near competent.”

She grins. “Thanks, Ava.”

I scowl. “Let’s try another one.”

“Another? Are you feeling okay?”

“Don’t get used to it. This one’s a light spell. Simple, but can be useful if you do it right.”

“A nightlight? How handy.”

I grind my teeth. “It can be used to blind enemies, smartass. ‘Lumière de nuit.’ Picture a ball of light in your hand. It should glow softly, but if you concentrate, it can flare up and blind anyone looking at it.”

“Loo-mee-air de noo-ee?”

Jesus Christ. I wince at her butchering. “Now, concentrate. Imagine the light, control it.”

Darlene gives her an encouraging smile. “You got this.”

Roe closes her eyes, holding out her hand. Nothing... nothing... nothing... Then, a soft glow starts emanating from her palm.

“Wow,” Darlene breathes.

“Keep focusing,” I instruct, feeling a tiny bit of pride despite myself. “Now, make it brighter, like a flash.”

Roe’s brow furrows in concentration, and suddenly, the light in her hand explodes into a blinding flare.

“Jesus fucking Christ!” I scream, slapping a hand over my eyes. “Turn it off!”

“I don’t know how!” Roe panics. The light only grows brighter, searing into my retinas.

“Roe, focus!” Darlene barks. She’s squinting, one hand on the wheel, the other trying to shield her eyes. “Control it!”

“I can’t see shit!” Roe yells, flailing her hand around, making the light erratic. The truck swerves, and I clutch the seat, trying not to be thrown around.

“Stop moving your hand, you idiot!” I hiss, blindly reaching out to grab her arm. The light burns my skin, but I manage to hold on. “Just... calm down!”

The truck lurches to a halt, and Darlene slams on the brakes. “Roe, take a deep breath and visualise the light dimming.”

Roe nods, eyes scrunched shut. Slowly, painfully, the light begins to fade.

“Fucking hell.” I blink rapidly to clear the spots from my vision. “Are you trying to kill us all?”

“Sorry,” Roe mumbles. “I didn’t mean to...”

“Next time, listen to my instructions properly.”

Darlene starts the truck again. “Well, that was certainly... illuminating.”

“Not funny,” I snap. “Roe, if you’re going to keep this up, you need to learn control. Otherwise, you’re just a danger to yourself and everyone around you.”

Roe nods, looking a bit sheepish. “Yeah, I get it.”

“Just don’t blind us again, and we might actually make it to Portland in one piece.”

“You need to understand something important about using magic,” Darlene starts, her voice taking on that authoritative tone that usually gets people to listen.

“Yeah?”

“Magic takes energy from the user,” Darlene explains, her eyes flicking to me in the rearview mirror. “The more you use it, the more it drains you. It starts with simple things like making you tired or hungry. But if you keep pushing without knowing your limits, it can become dangerous. We’re talking serious consequences—illness, organ failure, even death.”

“Whoa, what?” Roe looks at me as if I’ve betrayed her. “You didn’t mention that.”

I feel a bit of guilt creeping in. “I figured it was obvious. Magic isn’t some unlimited power source. It’s like running a marathon. You use up energy, and if you push too hard, you collapse.”

Darlene nods. “For now, I’d recommend using those two spells a maximum of three times a day. After that, you’ll probably just need a nap, but it’s better to be safe than sorry.”

Roe looks down at her hands, flexing them like she can feel the energy coursing through her veins. “Why didn’t you tell me earlier, Ava?"

“It’s so ingrained in me that I forgot it wasn’t common knowledge,” I admit. “Besides, I didn’t expect you to pick it up so quickly.”

“Just what I needed—more rules.”

“It’s not about rules, Roe,” Darlene says gently. “It’s about understanding your limits and staying safe.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Roe grumbles, but she’s paying attention, which is a minor miracle in itself.

“Look,” I add, trying to soften my usual bluntness, “magic is powerful, but it’s not a toy. You’ve got potential, sure, but you need to respect it. Otherwise, it’ll bite you in the ass.”

“Got it. Respect the magic, don’t overdo it, or my organs might fail. Cool.”

Darlene chuckles softly. “That’s the gist of it. And trust me, we don’t want another light show like that last one.”

“Definitely not,” I agree, leaning back and closing my eyes. “Next time, we’ll practice in a safe place, not in a moving vehicle. And I’ll make sure to give you all the relevant warnings beforehand.”

Roe laughs. “Appreciate it.”
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I push open the creaky door of the rundown bar. The smell of stale beer and old wood hits me like a punch to the gut. Typical Portland dive. I wrinkle my nose, taking in the sticky floor, the flickering neon sign that reads “OPEN,” and the single drunk slumped over the bar, his head resting on a puddle of what I hope is just beer.

Beside me, Roe’s fiddling with a cigarette, not lighting it—just rolling it between her fingers. She’s trying to stay close to us without looking too pathetic. Darlene strides in, her hat casting a shadow over her face. People glance up, recognise her, and then quickly look away.

“I don’t see why we’re wasting time.” I tap my fingers on the sticky surface of the bar. “Wilde’s probably face down in a gutter somewhere.”

Darlene shoots me a look. “You don’t know that. Wilde’s been trying to turn things around.”

“Right. Because people like her just change overnight,” I scoff. “And pigs fly.”

Roe’s eyes dart around the bar. “Who the fuck is Sheriff Wilde, anyway?”

“Portland’s supernatural sheriff,” Darlene explains. “She used to have a drinking problem but she’s been sober for a while now.”

“Could’ve fooled me,” I mutter. “This place screams relapse.”

“She might surprise you, Ava. If she’s off the grid, it’s not because she’s on a bender.”

“Can’t hurt to check,” Roe says, finally tucking the cigarette behind her ear.

“And,” Darlene adds. “This place is a hotspot for supernatural gossip.”

“Right, because nothing says ‘reliable information’ like a bunch of drunk werewolves and half-baked witches,” I say.

Roe smirks. “You fit right in, then.”

I glare at her, but before I can respond, Darlene cuts in. “Enough. We’re here to find Wilde. Let’s do that and get out of here.”

I wave the bartender over. He’s a guy with a thick beard and a scowl—perfect. “Hey, we’re looking for someone. Ginger woman, thirties, about yay high,” I gesture vaguely. “Seen her around?”

He grunts, wiping down a glass with a filthy rag. “You mean Sheriff Wilde? Ain’t seen her in a bit. She was here a few days ago, though. Seemed... off.”

“Off how?” Darlene asks.

“Dunno. She looked fucked up. Kept muttering about some woman.” He shrugs. “Left in a hurry.”

“Well, that’s helpful,” I mutter, pushing away from the bar.

There’s a group of werewolves at a table near the back, hunched over their drinks like they’re trying to become one with the furniture.

“What about them?” I gesture.

“Worth a shot.”

Darlene takes the lead, her trench coat sweeping the floor. She stops in front of the trio, their greasy hair and leather jackets doing little to hide their unease. Roe hides behind us. Coward.

“Where’s Wilde?” Darlene’s voice is sharp. She towers over them, her red eyes gleaming under the brim of her hat.

One of them, a guy with a scar running from his eyebrow to his chin, laughs. “Why the fuck should we tell you, Sheriff?”

I lean in, my voice low. “Because if you don’t, I’ll start breaking things. Bones, for instance.”

He sneers, but I see the flicker of fear in his eyes. “You think you can take us, witch?”

I smile. “Try me.”

Roe shifts uncomfortably.

Darlene steps closer to the werewolf, her voice dropping to a whisper. “We’re not asking again. Where’s Wilde?”

The second werewolf, a bulkier guy with a shaved head, finally cracks. “Alright, alright. She’s holed up in some flophouse on the east side. Place is a dump, but she’s been laying low there.”

“Address?”

He scribbles something on a napkin and slides it over to Darlene. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you. Place is crawling with all sorts of nasties.”

“See, was that so hard?” I pat his cheek, and he snarls but doesn’t make a move. Wise choice.

As we turn to leave, Roe speaks up. “What if it’s a trap?”

“Then it’s a trap. We deal with it. That’s what we do.”

“Do you really think she’s there?”

I shrug. “Does it matter? It’s our only lead.”

Darlene claps Roe on the back, nearly knocking her over. “We’ll find her. Don’t worry. And when we do, we’ll get this mess sorted out.”

“Yeah, if she’s not passed out in a pool of her own vomit.”

Roe smiles weakly. “Thanks for the visual.”
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The flophouse is a disgrace. If the bar was a shithole, this place is the septic tank it drained into. The building looks like it’s one good gust away from collapsing. Windows boarded up, graffiti everywhere, and the stench of decay in the air. Lovely.

“Charming.” I eye the dilapidated structure. “Real classy.”

Roe steps forward, studying the door. “I can pick the lock,” she says, pulling a small set of tools from her pocket.

I raise a brow. “Since when do you know how to pick locks?”

“I’ve got my talents.”

Darlene snorts. “Let’s see it, Houdini.”

Roe kneels down, fiddling with the lock. Darlene and I share a look. She might actually pull it off. Then, there’s a soft snap.

“Shit,” Roe mutters, holding up the broken pick. “Fuck.”

I can’t help but laugh. “Smooth move, Sherlock.”

She glares. “Got any better ideas, Watson?”

“Yeah, step aside.” I step back and then lunge, kicking the door with all my might. Pain shoots up my leg. The door doesn’t budge. “Goddamn it.”

Roe’s laughing now, and even Darlene’s got a smirk on her face. “Nice one.”

“Really showed that door who’s boss.”

“Shut up,” I growl, rubbing my aching foot. “You try it.”

Darlene steps forward, reaches for the doorknob and turns it. The door swings open effortlessly. It wasn’t even locked.

We all stand there.

“Well, fuck me,” Roe says.

“Jesus Christ. We’re idiots.”

Darlene strides in first, her eyes scanning the dim interior. “Let’s find Wilde and get out of here.”

The inside is worse than the outside. Trash litters the floor, and the walls are stained with God-knows-what. We split up again, cautiously moving through the decrepit rooms.

“Keep an eye out for anything useful,” Darlene instructs. “If she’s been here, there might be some clues.”

I nod, trying to ignore the wave of dizziness that hits me. Stupid anaemia. I’m running low on iron tablets, and it’s starting to show. I should have topped up before we left. I steady myself and move into what used to be a living room. The furniture is overturned and rotting. Empty bottles are scattered everywhere.

“Fucking hell, Wilde,” I mutter under my breath, kicking aside a broken bottle. “How do you always end up in places like this?”

Roe lets out a yelp, and I turn to see her holding up a needle she found from rummaging through a pile of clothes. “Jesus Christ. Hepatitis city over here.”

“‘Hepatitis city?’”

“Well, it’s a fucking needle, isn’t it? Who knows what diseases are crawling around here.”

“Don’t be such a fucking baby. Just don’t stick yourself with it.”

Roe glares at me, but I can see the worry in her eyes. She drops the needle back into the pile and wipes her hands on her jeans, shuddering.

“This place is a nightmare,” she says. “Wilde better be here. I’m not digging through this shit for nothing.”

Darlene checks the kitchen. “Nothing here,” she calls out. “Let’s try upstairs.”

The staircase creaks ominously as we ascend, and I half-expect it to collapse under us. At the top, we find a series of rooms, each more depressing than the last. The third door on the right looks like it might have been used recently. The bed is rumpled, and there’s a faint scent of perfume in the air.

“This is it,” Darlene says, picking up a half-empty bottle from the nightstand. “Wilde’s favorite.”

“Alright, we’re close,” Roe says.

I check under the bed and find a small notebook. “Got something.” I flip through it. “Looks like... contacts, addresses, maybe some notes on recent cases.”

Darlene takes it from me, skimming through the pages. “This could be useful.”

Roe leans against the doorframe, arms crossed. “So, where is she?”

“That’s the million-dollar question,” I say, glancing around the room. “She can’t be far.”

“Let’s regroup downstairs,” Darlene says.

A noise comes from the kitchen. It’s faint, like a shuffle or maybe the clinking of bottles. Instantly, we’re all on high alert.

“You heard that, right?” I whisper.

Roe’s eyes are wide. “Yeah, and I’m not going first. That’s some horror movie shit.”

Darlene and I exchange a look, and she motions for me to take point. Fantastic. Just what I needed.

“Alright,” I mutter, drawing my knife. “Let’s get this over with.”

We inch towards the kitchen, every step careful. The sound is clearer now, coming from the pantry. I gesture for Darlene to cover me as I reach for the door handle. Roe stays back, peeking over her shoulder.

I take a deep breath and fling the door open.

BANG! BANG! BANG! BANG! BANG! BANG!

Six deafening shots ring out, ricocheting off the walls, but somehow, miraculously, not a single one hits us. The smell of gunpowder fills the air, and I’m momentarily deafened by the noise.

“Jesus Christ!” Roe shouts, voice cracking. “What the hell!”

“What the fuck!” I squint through the smoke and see her.

Sheriff Wilde, sitting on the floor of the pantry, surrounded by empty bottles. Her ginger hair is a wild mess, her Hawaiian shirt stained with an undone pink striped tie. She’s holding a revolver, the barrel still smoking and beside her is a phone playing some movie.

“Wilde!” Darlene shouts, yanking the revolver out of her hand. “What the hell are you doing?”

Wilde looks up at us with bleary eyes and a lopsided grin. “Well, look who it is. The cavalry. Took you long enough.”

I can’t believe it. “You’re drunk,” I state, pissed. “You relapsed.”

Wilde’s eyes flicker to mine, and for a moment, they soften. Those damn puppy dog eyes. The softest, lightest brown I’ve ever seen. The last time we were together... well, it’s not a memory I dwell on often, but it’s hard to forget.

“Guilty as charged,” she slurs, attempting to stand but stumbling back down. “Just taking the edge off, you know?”

“Taking the edge off? You nearly killed us!” Roe snaps, peering around the corner. “How did you miss point blank?”

“Magic,” Wilde says with a wink, then bursts into laughter. “Nah, I just got lucky—or unlucky, depending on your perspective.”

I sigh, pinching the bridge of my nose. “We’ve been looking for you everywhere. The local werewolf pack is getting blamed for the shit you’re supposed to be handling.”

Wilde waves her hand dismissively. “Those pups can take care of themselves. I needed a break.”

“Some break,” Darlene mutters, crouching down to look Wilde in the eye. “You need to pull it together, Nik. The community is falling apart without you.”

Wilde sighs. “I know. I know. It’s just... it’s hard, you know? All this responsibility. Sometimes it feels like too much.”

“We all have our burdens,” Darlene says, her voice softening. “But running away won’t solve anything.”

Wilde nods slowly, her eyes glazing over. “Yeah. You’re right. I’m sorry. I’ll get my shit together.” She glances around at the empty bottles. “I’ve really made a mess of things, haven’t I?”

“More than usual,” I say. “But we’ll help you clean it up, starting with you getting sober.”

Wilde looks at the bottle in her hand, then tosses it aside. “Alright. But first, someone help me up. I think I drank my legs away.”

Roe steps forward, helping Wilde to her feet. The smell of alcohol is overwhelming. “Jesus, how much did you drink?”

“Enough to put a horse down,” Wilde replies, unsteady. “But I’m still standing. More or less.”

We help her out of the flophouse, and she stumbles a bit but manages to stay on her feet.

“Let’s get you cleaned up,” I say. “We’ve got work to do.”

Wilde laughs. “You sound like my mom. Not a compliment, by the way.”

“Just shut up and walk, Wilde,” I snap. “I’m not in the mood.”
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How Long Until I Lose Control?
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I’m crammed in the back seat with Wilde sprawled across me. Roe is driving, and Darlene’s riding shotgun.

“Alright, Wilde,” Darlene says. “Where do you live?”

Wilde squints. “Uh, 124 Maple Street.”

“Are you sure?” I ask, scepticism thick in my voice.

“Yeah, totally,” Wilde slurs, her head lolling to the side. “Maple Street.”

“Fine,” Roe says, turning the wheel. “Maple Street it is.”

We pull up to 124 Maple Street, a respectable-looking house with a well-kept lawn. I haul Wilde out of the car and approach the front door. She fumbles with her keys, trying to find the right one.

“Here we go,” she says, jamming a key into the lock.

The door doesn’t budge.

“Try again,” Roe suggests, looking around nervously. “Before someone calls the cops.”

Wilde tries two more keys before we hear a click. The door swings open, revealing a very startled elderly couple.

“Who the hell are you?” the old man shouts, holding up a broom like a weapon.

“Sorry!” Darlene steps forward, hands raised in a placating gesture. “Wrong house.”

Wilde just laughs, swaying on her feet. “That’s not it. My bad.”

“Let's get out of here,” I mutter, dragging Wilde back to the truck. The old woman’s still shrieking about burglars as we speed off.

“Next address,” Darlene prompts.

Wilde thinks for a moment. “Right, 432 Crown Avenue.”

“Sure about this one?” I ask, not hiding my irritation.

“Positive.”

Roe drives us to Crown Avenue, where we repeat the whole process. This time, the house belongs to a young couple with a baby. The mother looks ready to call the police until we hurriedly apologise and leave.

“Wilde, get your shit together,” Roe snaps as we pile back into the car. “This is ridiculous.”

“Alright, alright,” Wilde says, holding up her hands. “I got it now. 789 Birch Street.”

“Third time’s the charm,” Darlene mutters, rubbing her temples.

We head to Birch Street, my patience wearing thin. Wilde stumbles out of the car, and we follow her to the front door of yet another house. It’s a modest house with a well-worn porch. This time, she manages to open the door on the first try.

“Finally,” I sigh as we step inside. The place is a mess. The walls are adorned with mismatched art and an overwhelming scent of incense.

“Home sweet home,” Wilde says, collapsing onto the couch. “Make yourselves comfortable.”

“We need to sober you up,” Darlene says, heading to the kitchen. “Water, coffee, something.”

Roe plops down on an armchair. “Never thought I’d be this relieved to get into someone’s house.”

I lean against the wall, watching Wilde. “Why did you relapse?”

“Pressure, I guess. Everything’s going to shit, and I couldn’t handle it.”

“Drinking yourself into oblivion isn’t an option,” I snap.

“Yeah, yeah. I’ll get my act together. Promise.”

Darlene returns with a glass of water and some aspirin. “Start with this. We need you back on your feet.”

Wilde takes the glass, swallowing the pills. “Thanks, Sheriff.”

“We’ve got a mess to clean up,” Darlene says, her voice softening. “And we need all the help we can get.”

“Alright,” Wilde says, sitting up straighter. “Just give me a minute to sober up.”

A knock echoes through the house. Instantly, the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. Darlene and I exchange a glance.

“Who’s that?” Wilde slurs.

I move to the door and peer through the peephole. Sure enough, a group of shifty-looking supernaturals are outside. They look pissed.

“Fuck,” I whisper. “We’ve got company. Supernaturals. They probably expect Wilde alone.”

“Shit,” Darlene mutters, hand already on her gun. “Get ready.”

I nod and back away from the door just as it bursts open, sending splinters flying. Three figures rush in—two vampires, a demon, what looks like a very pissed-off werewolf and a fae. Great.

Roe squeezes herself into a nearby cabinet. “I’m just gonna... stay out of the way,” she mutters, shutting the door behind her.

Wilde giggles from the couch. “Hey, friends! Come to join the party?”

“Focus, Wilde,” I snap, drawing my knife.

The werewolf lunges at me. I dodge to the side, slashing at his flank with my knife. Blood splatters the walls, and he howls in pain but keeps coming.

“Fuck off!” I yell, kicking him in the knee. He collapses, and I drive my knife into his throat, silencing him for good.

Wilde stumbles to her feet, sways, and nearly falls over. With wicked-looking claws, the fae lunges at her, but Wilde trips on a bottle and dodges the attack, crashing into the table instead.

“Wilde, stay down!” Darlene commands, but Wilde just laughs, rolling to the side as another attack misses her by inches.

The fae turns on me next. “Time to die, witch,” he hisses.

“Over my dead body,” I retort, flipping my knife to a better grip. We circle each other, waiting for an opening. He lunges, and I sidestep, slashing across his back. He screams, spinning around, but Darlene’s there to finish him off with a well-placed shot to the head.

“Nice timing,” I say, panting.

“Anytime.”

Another vampire crashes through the window, glass spraying everywhere. Still hidden in the cabinet, Roe peeks out just in time to see the new arrival. “Oh, for fuck’s sake!” she mutters, slamming the cabinet shut again.

“Goddamn pests,” I growl, rushing the vampire. He’s fast, but I’m faster, ducking under his swing and driving my knife up into his chest. He disintegrates into a pile of ash.

Wilde somehow manages to avoid another attack purely by accident. She falls backwards, her flailing arms knocking over a lamp that hits a demon square in the face. The demon clutches his head, and Darlene takes the opportunity to deliver a shot to his skull.

Roe’s head pops out. “Is it over?”

I glare at her. “Seriously? Hiding in a cabinet?”

“Hey, I’m still alive, aren’t I?” She steps out and brushes herself off.

Wilde giggles again. “That was fun. We should do it again sometime.”

I feel a headache coming on. “No, we shouldn’t.”

Darlene holsters her gun and helps Wilde up. “Let’s get you cleaned up.”

I grab Wilde from the other side. Every step is a struggle, and I already regret helping.

Darlene steadies Wilde against the sink.

Wilde grins, eyes half-lidded. “You’re both so sweet, taking care of little ol’ me.”

I roll my eyes. “Yeah, don’t get used to it.”

Darlene turns on the faucet and tests the water. “Roe, can you handle the bodies?”

Roe, who’s hovering in the doorway, looks horrified. “Handle the—what do you mean, handle the bodies? I’m not a fucking mortician.”

“Just... move them somewhere out of sight,” I say. “We’ll deal with it later.”

“Great,” Roe mutters, heading back to the living room. “Just great. Thanks for the clear instructions.”

I turn back to Wilde, who’s staring at me with a lazy, flirtatious smile. “You’re really pretty, you know that?” she says, her voice low and husky.

My succubus instincts stir at her tone, an unwelcome heat pooling in my gut. Fuck. This is not the time. “Shut up, Wilde.” I start unbuttoning her shirt, my hands shaking slightly.

“Oh, Ava, you’re undressing me already?” Wilde teases, her fingers brushing against mine. “Thought you’d at least buy me dinner first.”

“Wilde, please,” Darlene says as she helps me peel off Wilde’s shirt. “We’re just trying to help you sober up.”

“I know what you’re doing, and I appreciate it.” Her voice drops an octave. “But I can’t help it if I find you incredibly attractive.”

I force myself to focus. “Stop it, Wilde. You’re drunk.”

She leans in, breath warm against my neck. “Doesn’t mean I don’t know what I want.”

Goddamn it, Ava, get it together. I shove her under the faucet, the cold water making her yelp.

“Jesus!” Wilde sputters, shaking her head. “That’s cold!”

“Good. Maybe it’ll shock some sense into you.”

Darlene looks at me. “You okay?”

“Yeah, fine,” I lie, turning away to grab a towel.

Wilde’s laughter bubbles up. “You’re adorable when you’re flustered.”

I grit my teeth, fighting the urge to respond. I can’t afford to lose control, not here, not now. Darlene takes over, rinsing the suds from Wilde’s hair while I step back.

“God, Ava, you really know how to handle a woman,” Wilde continues. “Got any more tricks up your sleeve?”

“Shut up,” I snap again, my voice cracking slightly.

Wilde’s hand trails up my arm, fingers tracing my tattoos. “No need to be so hostile. We could have some fun, you and me.”

“Not happening.”

“Oh, come on. I can see it in your eyes. You want me.”

I grab her wrist, intending to push her away, but I pull her closer instead. Her lips brush against mine, and I can’t help but kiss her back, hard and hungry.

“Ava, focus,” Darlene interrupts. “We need her sober, not... whatever the hell this is.”

I break the kiss. “Right. Sorry.”

Wilde laughs again. “Don’t apologize, love. I’m enjoying this.”

“Of course you are.” My body still thrums with desire.

Darlene gives me a warning look. “Control yourself, Ava.”

“Trying,” I grind out, focusing on scrubbing the dirt off Wilde instead of giving in to my urges.

Wilde’s hands continue to wander. “You know, we could take this somewhere more comfortable,” she whispers, her lips grazing my ear.

“Not happening,” I say again, but my voice is shaky. God, I want her.

“Just a little taste.”

I’m about to lose it when Darlene moves between us. “Enough,” she says. “Wilde, sit still or I swear to god I’ll knock you out.”

Wilde pouts but relents, sitting back in the tub with a sulky expression. “You’re no fun, sheriff.”

“Darlene, can you... can you handle the rest? I need some air.”

Darlene nods. “Go. I’ve got this.”

I practically flee the bathroom, my heart pounding in my chest. I slam the door behind me and lean against it. Fuck, fuck, fuck. This is not what I need right now.

Roe is in the living room, looking at the bodies with disgust. “How the hell am I supposed to clean this up?”

“Just... I don’t know,” I say, rubbing my temples. “Get them outside. We’ll figure it out later.”

“You okay?”

“Just... had enough of Wilde’s bullshit for one day. She’s a handful.”

“Yeah, no kidding,” Roe says, dragging one of the bodies towards the back door. “This is...this is gross.”

“Welcome to my life.”

“How do you even do this regularly?”

“Comes with the job,” I mutter, wrapping a sheet around the mangled corpse. “And you get used to it. Doesn’t mean I enjoy it.”

The first body is heavy—the werewolf—with fur matted in blood. I grimace, feeling the sticky warmth seep through the sheet.

“Lift from the knees, not the back,” I instruct Roe, who’s struggling with her end. “We don’t need any more injuries.”

She nods. Together, we haul the body toward the back door, leaving a smeared trail of blood. Great. More to clean.

“Why can’t they all just turn to ash?” Roe grumbles, glancing at the pile of vampire dust. “Would make life so much easier.”

“No kidding,” I reply, shoving the body outside and onto the patio. “But life’s never that simple, is it?”

We head back inside for the next one, the fae with half its brains blown out. The sight doesn’t bother me, but the thought of blood on my cargo pants does. I grab another sheet, tossing it over the body.

“This one’s lighter,” I say. “Should be easier.”

“How do you stay so...detached?”

“Practice. Plus, you learn not to think about it too much. Focus on the task, not the details.”

“But it’s so...bloody,” she says, wrinkling her nose as we manoeuvre the body through the narrow doorway. “I can’t imagine doing this alone.”

“Lucky for you, you’ve got me. Now, quit complaining and keep moving.”

With two bodies down, we return for the last one, a demon. Lovely. The sheet barely covers his bulk, and we struggle to lift him. His blood is thick and dark, clinging to my hands like tar.

“Fuck, this guy’s heavy,” Roe groans.

“Yeah, demons tend to be. Just keep lifting. We’re almost done.”

Finally, we drag the demon outside and dump him with the others. I wipe my hands on the sheet. “That’s the last of them.”

“Thank God,” Roe says, collapsing onto a patio chair. “I don’t think I could handle another one.”

“Now we’ve got to clean up the blood inside. Grab a mop and some bleach. We need to get this place spotless.”

Roe groans but follows me back inside. The living room looks like a slaughterhouse, with blood splattered everywhere. I grab a mop and start scrubbing, the smell of bleach burning my nostrils.

“This sucks,” Roe mutters, mopping up a particularly large pool of blood. “I thought dealing with supernaturals was bad, but this...”

“Part of the job,” I reply, scrubbing harder. “But yeah, it sucks.”

I hear Wilde in the bathroom, her voice carrying through the thin walls. She’s probably still flirting with Darlene. The thought makes me roll my eyes.

“Wilde’s really something, huh?” Roe says, noticing my expression.

“Yeah, she’s a pain in the ass,” I reply, rinsing the mop in a bucket. “But we need her.”

“Do you ever get used to this?” Roe asks, her voice softer now.

I pause. “You get used to the routine. The blood, the bodies. But it doesn’t mean it gets easier. You just learn to handle it.”

We continue cleaning in silence. The bloodstains slowly disappear, replaced by the harsh scent of bleach.

Finally, the living room looks somewhat presentable. I toss the mop back into the bucket and stretch, feeling the tension in my muscles.

“That’s good enough,” I say, wiping sweat from my brow. “Let’s check on Wilde and Darlene.”

Roe nods, following me to the bathroom. Wilde is now dressed in clean clothes, looking slightly more sober but still annoyingly cheerful.

“Hey there, gorgeous,” she says to me with a smile. “Miss me?”

“Not in the slightest. Feeling better?”

“Much,” Wilde says, standing up and stretching. “Thanks for the assist. Both of you.”

Darlene looks at us. “Ready to get back to work?”

“As ready as we’ll ever be,” I say, glancing at Roe. “Let’s go.”
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I’m Surrounded by Idiots
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We pile into Darlene’s truck, Wilde taking the front seat while Roe and I squeeze into the back. For once, Wilde seems serious.

“So, what’s the situation?” she asks, leaning back in her seat.

Darlene starts the engine. “Since you’ve been missing, the supernaturals have been doing whatever the fuck they want. Specifically, packless werewolves have been causing problems, making people think it’s the local pack when it’s not.”

“Packless, huh? I know those guys. Kind of buddies with them. They wouldn’t be doing this without a reason.”

“Buddies with packless werewolves?” Roe pipes up from the back. “Is there anyone you’re not buddies with?”

Wilde chuckles. “A few people, sure. But the packless? They’re good guys, just...misguided sometimes.”

“Misguided?” I snort. “They’re causing shit, Wilde. People are getting hurt.”

“Not saying it’s right. Just saying there’s got to be a reason.” Wilde turns in her seat, her gaze landing on Roe. “Who’s this, by the way? Haven’t had the pleasure.”

“Oh, right,” I say, waving a hand dismissively. “Wilde, this is Roe. She’s just Roe, a human. Nothing special.”

Roe rolls her eyes. “Nice to meet you. Ava’s really selling me there.”

“Just a human?” Wilde says. “You wound me. I’m surrounded by extraordinary women, and you bring me a mere mortal?”

“Roe, this is Sheriff Wilde,” I continue. “She’s a drunk.”

“Former drunk,” Wilde corrects. “At least, I was. Nice to meet you, Roe. Any friend of Ava’s is a friend of mine.”

“Lucky me,” Roe mutters.

“How’d you get mixed up in all this?”

Roe glances at me before answering. “Ava was hurt, I helped her. Now the supernaturals are after me too. Lost my home, my aunt, and my best friend because of it.”

Wilde’s expression softens. “Shit. I’m sorry to hear that. Sounds like you’ve been through hell.”

“Yeah, well,” Roe says, shrugging. “I’m still here.”

“And we’re glad you are,” Darlene adds.

I sigh, staring out the window. “So, you gonna talk to your packless buddies and get them to stop acting like idiots?”

“Pretty much,” Wilde says, nodding. “They’ll listen to me. And if they don’t, well, we’ll make them.”

“Easy as that, huh?”

“Nothing’s ever easy. But we got this shit. Easy.”

“Sure,” I mutter, not entirely convinced. “Let’s just hope your charm works on them as well as it did on those bottles of whiskey.”

“Are you human, Wilde?” Roe asks.

“Wouldn’t you like to know?” she teases.

“Yeah, I would,” Roe insists, not picking up on the joke.

“I’m a kitsune. Only got three tails, though. Still young.”

I scoff. “Only three, huh? You’re still just a pup.”

Wilde turns in her seat, giving me a mock pout. “Aw, come on, Ava. You know it’s quality over quantity.”

“Quality, my ass,” I mutter. “You’re barely qualified to tie your own shoes, let alone be a sheriff.”

“Hey! I’m a great sheriff!”

“Sure. Great at drinking and slacking off.”

Wilde twists in her seat to face me fully. “You should be nicer to me. I’m sensitive.”

“Sensitive? That’s one way to describe your constant whining.”

“You know, for someone who’s supposed to be stoic, you sure are chatty this morning.”

“Yeah, well, some people bring out the worst in me.”

“Why does it matter how many tails you have?” Roe asks. Her eyes dart to Wilde’s rear, probably trying to imagine them.

“More tails, more power. Nine tails is the goal, but that’s centuries away for me,” Wilde clarifies.

“Cool. What kind of stuff can you do?”

“I can create illusions, transform into a fox, control fire, and charm the pants off anyone.”

“Except Ava,” Roe says, smirking at me.

“Yeah,” Wilde agrees with a laugh. “She’s immune to my charm.”

“More like I’m immune to bullshit,” I say, deadpan.

Darlene’s eyes flick to the rearview mirror. “Play nice, kids. We’ve got a long drive ahead.”

“Yeah, Ava.” Wilde smiles a bit too innocently. “Be nice. Or I’ll have to start telling embarrassing stories about you.”

“Like hell you will,” I snap. Wilde’s got enough dirt on me to fill a graveyard. I look out the window at the passing trees. Oregon is beautiful in the morning, all misty and green, but I can’t appreciate it with these idiots around.

“You know,” Roe starts. “Your name is Nick Wilde from Zootopia.”

Wilde grins. “Oh, you noticed? Yeah, it’s not a coincidence. It’s Nik without the C, though.”

I stare at her. “You’re joking.”

“Nope!” Wilde chirps. “I like the guy. He's got style.”

I can’t believe this shit. “You’re telling me you, a supposedly powerful kitsune, named yourself after a Disney character?”

“Why not? Life’s too short to take everything seriously.”

“Un-fucking-believable.”

Roe snickers beside me. “I mean, it suits her, doesn’t it? All she’s missing is the badge.”

Wilde’s eyes light up, and she reaches into her pocket, pulls out a small police badge sticker and slaps it on the front pocket of her shirt. “Got that covered too!”

I scowl, but I can’t help but respect her commitment to the bit.

“And remember, Ava, if the world’s only gonna see a fox as shifty and untrustworthy, there’s no point in trying to be anything else.”

—
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The truck pulls up to an old brick building that houses a gym. The sign above the door reads “Full Moon Fitness” in peeling letters. Wilde hops out of the truck with a surprising amount of energy.

“Full Moon Fitness?” Roe reads the sign. “Seriously?”

“Yup, this is the place,” Wilde says, her voice full of cheer. “C’mon, let’s go say hi.”

As we walk in, the smell of sweat and rubber hits me. The sound of weights clanking and people grunting fills the air. It’s a typical gym, except for the subtle growls and occasional flashes of fur I catch out of the corner of my eye. The werewolves here aren’t hiding what they are. They don’t need to.

“Wilde!” A booming voice echoes across the gym, and a huge werewolf with shaggy brown hair and a friendly grin strides over, engulfing her in a bear hug. “Long time no see!”

“Hey, Steve!” Wilde laughs, patting the werewolf’s back. “Missed you, big guy.”

Steve sets her down and looks at the rest of us, his smile widening. “Friends of yours?”

“Yeah,” Wilde says, gesturing to us. “This is Darlene, Roe, and Ava. Guys, this is Steve, the friendliest werewolf you’ll ever meet.”

“Nice to meet you,” Steve says, extending a hand. “Welcome to Full Moon Fitness.”

“Thanks,” Darlene says, shaking his hand. “We’re here to talk, if you’ve got a minute.”

“Sure thing,” Steve replies, waving us over to a seating area by the tennis courts. “Let’s chat.”

We sit down, and I notice a few other werewolves eyeing us curiously but not threateningly. One of them, a tall woman with silver streaks in her hair, joins us, nodding at Wilde.

“So, what’s up?” Steve asks, leaning back. “You look like you’ve got something on your mind.”

“Actually, yeah,” Wilde says, her tone serious. “There’s been trouble in town, and people are blaming the packless.”

“Trouble?” Steve frowns. “What kind of trouble?”

“Attacks, thefts,” Darlene says. “People think it’s your group because the local pack is being framed.”

Steve and the silver-haired woman exchange puzzled looks. “That doesn’t make any sense,” Steve says. “We haven’t done anything like that.”

I narrow my eyes, studying their reactions. They seem genuinely confused, but something feels off. “Are you sure?” I ask, my tone sharp. “Because the evidence points to you guys.”

“Positive,” Steve says, shaking his head. “We’ve been busy preparing for the tennis tournament. Haven’t had time for anything else.”

“Tennis tournament?” Roe asks. “You’re serious?”

“Yeah, we’re serious about our tennis,” the silver-haired woman says, smiling. “Wilde’s our secret weapon. Right, Wilde?”

Wilde grins. “Got a killer backhand.”

“That’s great and all,” I say, annoyed. “But we’re talking about serious accusations here. People are getting hurt.”

“We get that,” Steve says. “But I swear, it’s not us. We don’t want trouble. We just want to live our lives.”

“Maybe someone’s trying to set you up,” Darlene suggests. “Any enemies we should know about?”

Steve scratches his head. “Not that I know of. We keep to ourselves mostly. Stone’s pack and us got an understanding.”

I narrow my eyes. Something isn’t right. “We need to check the place. Make sure there’s nothing going on that you don’t know about.”

“Uh, I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“Why not? If you’ve got nothing to hide, it shouldn’t be a problem.”

“It’s just...” Steve hesitates, glancing at the silver-haired woman. “This is our space, you know? We don’t let outsiders snoop around.”

“That sounds suspicious as hell,” I say, leaning forward. “What are you hiding?”

“Nothing! Look, it’s just gym policy. We can’t let you go poking around.”

“Gym policy?” Roe chimes in. “That’s the best you’ve got?”

“Come on, Steve,” Wilde says, her tone coaxing. “We just want to make sure everything’s on the up and up. If there’s something going on, we can help.”

Steve looks torn, but a loud voice booms from across the gym before he can respond. “What’s going on here?”

A massive werewolf, clearly the alpha of this ragtag group, strides over. He’s tall, not as tall as Stone, but just as intimidating. His dark brown hair is curly and quiffed, accommodating his tanned skin. Muscles ripple under a tight black tank with some yellow logo I don’t recognise, and shorts over leggings. I like his clothes, definitely the type I’d wear at a gym.

“Rex,” Steve says, his tone respectful. “These folks are friends of Wilde. They think we’re involved in some trouble around town.”

Rex’s eyes narrow as he looks us over. “We’re not involved in anything. We’ve been prepping for the tournament, like Steve and Rob said.”

“And we want to believe you,” Darlene says, her voice calm. “But people are getting hurt, and we need to be sure.”

Rex crosses his arms. “You’re not checking the place. We don’t answer to you.”

I step forward, my patience wearing thin. “We’re not asking for permission, Rex. People’s lives are at stake.”

A tense silence falls over the gym. The werewolves look uneasy, shifting on their feet.

Wilde steps between us, holding up her hands. “Everyone, calm down. Rex, these are good people. If there’s nothing to hide, let them check. It’ll put everyone’s mind at ease.”

Rex glares at Wilde, but she meets his gaze steadily. Finally, he sighs, rubbing his temples. “Fine. But I’m coming with you. And don’t break anything.”

“Deal,” Darlene says.

The gym’s back room is cramped and cluttered, mostly used for storage. Shelves line the walls, filled with sports equipment, old trophies, and stacks of folded towels. A small couch sits in the corner, looking well-worn and comfortable.

“Not much to see,” Rex says. “Just storage.”

Roe, naturally, starts rummaging through everything like a raccoon, pulling out boxes and poking through them. She finds a collection of balls—basketballs, tennis balls, soccer balls—and grins.

“Hope they’re not compensating for something,” Roe quips, holding up a deflated basketball.

“Seriously? Not the time.”

Wilde snickers a little, but Darlene shoots her a warning look.

Rex watches us, clearly not amused. Darlene and Wilde exchange a wary glance, both sensing something’s off.

“I don’t see anything suspicious,” Darlene says, scanning the room. “Just a lot of junk.”

“Yeah, looks pretty normal,” Wilde adds.

Roe stumbles a bit, dropping the basketball she was holding. “Whoa, feels like the room’s spinning.”

I turn to her. “What the hell are you talking about?”

Roe’s movements start to slow, and her words begin to slur. “Feeling kinda...weird.”

“Roe? What’s wrong?”

Darlene stumbles, catching herself on a shelf. “Something’s not right.”

Wilde sways beside her, her eyes unfocused. “The hell...?”

Fuck, what’s going on?

I feel a sudden wave of dizziness. My vision blurs, and it’s getting hard to stay upright. “Fuck, it’s knockout gas.”

Rex smirks, backing toward the door. “Sorry, ladies.” He slams the door shut, locking us in. The sound echoes through the room, and panic sets in.

“Rex, you bastard!” Darlene shouts.

I stagger toward the door. “We’ve got to...get out...”

Roe collapses onto the couch. “Balls joke...was funny...”

“Shut up, Roe,” I manage to snap, my legs giving out beneath me. I hit the floor hard. “Shit...”

Wilde slides down the wall. “Darlene...do something...”

“I’m...trying...” Darlene’s voice is barely a whisper, crumpling to the ground.

“Ava...I don’t...feel so good.”

“Stay with me, Roe,” I mumble. “We’re gonna...get out of this.”

The room spins faster, and I can feel consciousness slipping away. My vision tunnels, darkness creeping in from the edges.

“Roe...Wilde...” I whisper. “We...can’t...”

Roe’s hand reaches out, grabbing mine. “Ava... don’t...don’t leave me.”

“I’m here, Roe. I’m...I’m here.”

But even as I say the words, I feel consciousness slipping away. The gas is too strong, and my eyelids grow heavy despite every effort. The last thing I hear is the muffled sound of footsteps outside the door, and then everything goes black.
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​Chapter Thirteen
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I Hate Everything About This
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I come to slowly, a pounding headache splitting my skull. The first thing I notice is the cold, hard floor beneath me. I try to move, but my limbs are sluggish, the remnants of the gas still dulling my senses.

“Roe?” I croak, my voice hoarse.

“Here,” she whispers weakly, sprawled on the couch. “Barely.”

“Darlene? Wilde?” I force myself to sit up.

“Present,” Darlene mutters, sounding just as rough. “Wilde?”

“Alive,” Wilde groans, sitting up against the wall. “Pissed off, but alive. What happened?”

“We got gassed, that’s what happened,” I say. “Rex locked us in here.”

Darlene sits up. “Bastard. He’s hiding something, and he didn’t want us finding out what.”

“Guess my balls joke wasn’t so funny after all.”

I glare at Roe before taking a deep breath, trying to clear the fog from my mind. “We need to get out of here.”

Darlene nods.

“This reminds me of that movie Saw,” Roe continues, looking around. “You know, the one where they’re all trapped and have to play those fucked up games to escape.”

“Not helping,” I mumble.

Wilde chuckles weakly. “Saw II was my favorite. Loved the needle pit.”

“Seriously?” Darlene snaps, glaring at Wilde. “Can we focus? My revolver’s gone.”

Wilde pats her sides, her smile fading. “Shit, mine’s gone too.”

I check my belt, cursing under my breath. “My knife’s gone. And my keychain.”

Roe holds up a crumpled candy wrapper. “I still have my candy. Want some?”

“Wow, Roe. How useful,” I snap. She doesn’t give a single fuck her—my—knife is gone. Fuck, she probably didn’t even bring it. “I need to try something. Stand back.”

I focus on the door, murmuring a spell under my breath. My fingers tingle with magic, and I channel it toward the lock. But instead of the satisfying click of the door unlocking, there’s a sudden burst of energy, and I’m thrown backwards, slamming into the wall.

“Fuck!” I growl, clutching my head.

Darlene rushes to my side. “Shit, are you okay?”

“What do you think?” I push myself up. “Something’s wrong. Magic shouldn’t backfire like that.”

Wilde inspects the walls. “There’s runes carved in the walls. They’re nullifying our magic.”

“Great,” I say, wiping blood from a small cut on my forehead. “Rex thought of everything.”

“These are serious, too. Definitely knew what they were doing.”

“We need a new plan,” Darlene says.

“Without weapons and with magic off the table,” Wilde comments, her tone serious for once. “Any bright ideas?”

I take another deep breath. “We need to find a weakness in these runes. There has to be something we can exploit.”

“Good luck with that,” Roe mutters, picking at her candy wrapper. “Feels like we’re stuck.”

“Not necessarily,” I say, eyeing the door. “They locked us in here, but they’ll have to come back at some point. We just need to be ready.”

“And how do you propose we do that?” Darlene asks.

“We use what we have,” I say, scanning the room. “Roe, check the shelves for anything useful. Wilde, see if there’s any way to disrupt those runes. Darlene, help me with the door. There might be a weak spot.”

Roe rummages through the shelves again, this time with more urgency. Wilde studies the runes, muttering to herself as she tries to decipher them. Darlene and I inspect the door, looking for any signs of weakness.

“There’s got to be something.” I run my hands over the frame. “Even a small crack.”

Darlene nods, her fingers pressing against the wood. “Feel anything?”

“Not yet,” I say, frustration mounting. “But I’m not giving up.”

Roe joins us, holding a rusty screwdriver and a pair of pliers. “Best I could find. Not exactly ideal, but maybe we can use them.”

“Better than nothing,” I say, taking the screwdriver. “Let’s see if we can pry the lock open.”

Wilde looks up from the runes. “These runes are solid. Disrupting them is going to be tough without the right tools.”

“Just keep at it,” I say, my focus on the lock. “We’ll figure something out.”

Darlene searches through the room, and I hear her muttering a prayer under her lips—as if God would help us.

As I work the screwdriver into the lock, my mind races. We’re running out of time; the longer we stay trapped, the more vulnerable we are. But I can’t let that fear control me. I have to stay focused, stay determined. For Roe. For Darlene. For—

The screwdriver slips, cutting into my hand. Blood wells up, but I barely feel the pain. “Damn it!”

“We’re not getting out this way,” Darlene says. “We need another plan.”

I hand Roe the screwdriver. “Start scraping at the runes. Maybe we can disrupt them enough to break the spell.”

“Got it. I’ll do my best.”

Darlene motions for me to sit down. “Let me see your hand. We need to clean that cut.”

I sit reluctantly. “It’s just a cut,” I grumble, but I let her bandage it with some makeshift supplies she finds—a strip of cloth from a torn shirt and some tape.

“Stay still,” Darlene instructs, her touch gentle. “We can’t afford to lose our cool right now.”

“Yeah, yeah. But we need to hurry.”

“You can’t help us if you’re bleeding all over the place,” Darlene says firmly, wrapping the cloth around my hand. “And you’re not going to explode from anger on my watch. Breathe, Ava.”

I take a deep breath. “Fine.”

Wilde suddenly perks up. “The knockout gas—think about it. It had to come from somewhere. A vent, maybe. If we find it, someone might be able to crawl through and get help.”

“Not bad, Wilde. You might actually have a brain in there.”

Wilde grins, tapping the sticker on her shirt. “I’m sheriff for a reason, remember?”

Darlene finishes bandaging my hand and stands. “Alright, start moving shelves and boxes. Let’s see if we can find it.”

We get to work, shoving aside shelves and boxes. The room is a mess, with dust and debris flying everywhere.

“Found something,” Roe calls out, pointing to a small vent near the ceiling. “It’s kind of small, though.”

“Great.” I eye the vent.

“You’re the shortest,” Darlene says, giving me an apologetic look. “You might fit.”

“Lucky me,” I say sarcastically, but I know she’s right. At 5’8”, I’m the best candidate compared to these giants.

“Look on the bright side, Ava. You’ll be the hero.”

“Shut up, Wilde.”

Darlene tugs at the vent cover, grunting with effort. “It’s stuck. I need a hand here.”

I join her, eventually prying the cover loose. It clatters to the floor, revealing a narrow duct. “Looks like it leads somewhere,” Darlene says, peering inside.

“Can you fit?” Roe asks.

“Only one way to find out,” I say. “Give me a boost.”

Darlene and Wilde hoist me up, and I wriggle into the duct. It’s dark, cramped, and filthy. I hate it already. The metal walls feel cold against my skin, and the smell of dust makes me want to sneeze. But I focus on the goal: getting out.

“Be careful,” Darlene says.

“I’m always careful,” I reply, inching forward. The vent creaks under my weight, but it holds.

“Remember,” Wilde starts. “You’re doing this for all of us. No pressure.”

“Yeah, thanks for the pep talk,” I say dryly, crawling further into the vent. “I’ll be back soon.”

The vent is tighter than I expected, and every movement sends a shiver of claustrophobia through me. I grit my teeth, focusing on the task: get through the vent, find a way out, and save the day. Easy.

The runes, the gas, Rex’s betrayal—it all feels like a sick joke. I’m going to fucking kill him.

The vent narrows even further, and I have to twist my body to keep moving. Sweat drips down my face, and my muscles ache from the strain. I can hear the faint sounds of the gym beyond, the muffled grunts and clinks of weights.

Almost there.

Finally, I reach a grate at the end of the vent. Peering through, I see the gym’s storage room. It’s empty, thank god. I push at the grate, which pops off with a clunk. I squeeze through, landing on the floor below.

“Made it,” I mutter, dusting myself off. I quickly scan the room, spotting a door that leads to the main gym area.

I rush back to the locked room, careful not to make too much noise. The last thing I need is to alert Rex or any of his goons. I quietly unlock the door and push it open.

“You did it!” Roe exclaims, her face lighting up.

“Of course I did.”

Darlene nods, already moving through the hall. “We need to move quickly.”

“I say we kill Rex and everyone else in this goddamn gym.”

Roe’s face drains of colour. She steps back. “Wait, we don’t have to—”

“Oh, shut up,” I snap, harsher than intended. The frustration churns in my gut. She’s always such a fucking hindrance. “These bastards locked us up, gassed us. They deserve to die.”

Roe flinches. “Are you insane?”

“No, Roe. I’m efficient.”

“That’s murder.” I see the fear in her eyes, and it pisses me off.

“They tried to murder us,” I retort. “Or did you forget being locked in a fucking closet?”

Wilde laughs, the sound bitter. “Ava, you need to chill. We’re out now. Let’s get the hell out of here before they regroup.”

“Running away isn’t going to solve anything.” I glare at her. “We need to end this.”

Darlene steps between us. “Enough, Ava. This isn’t your call.”

“And who made you the boss?”

“Common sense,” she says. “You should try it sometime.”

Something snaps inside me. I shove Darlene hard, sending her stumbling back. “Don’t you fucking talk to me like that.”

Darlene shoves me back. “Touch me again, and you’ll regret it.”

“Big words for someone who never solves their own shit.”

“Killing everyone won’t solve anything,” Wilde says.

“Shut up,” I bark. “We’re here because of you, remember?”

“Ava,” Darlene snaps, “back off. We need to leave. Now.”

“And run away like cowards? No. We fight.”

“You’re acting like a rabid dog,” Wilde chimes in. “Get a grip.”

“Don’t you start,” I snap at her. “You’re always too drunk to care about anything.”

“Ava, look at me,” Darlene says. “We’re not doing this here. Not like this.”

“You think you can order me around? I’ve been doing this longer than you’ve been playing sheriff.”

“And look where that’s gotten you. You’re reckless, and it’s going to get us all killed.”

Before I can react, she’s grabbed my arm, pulling me towards her. I lash out, but she’s stronger than she looks, pinning me against the wall. “You need to calm the fuck down.”

I struggle, but she’s got a good grip. “Let go of me,” I spit, trying to twist free. “Or I swear I’ll—”

“You’ll what?” she interrupts. “Make another stupid decision? Get Roe killed? Or Wilde? Because that’s what’s going to happen if you keep this up.”

“Fuck you.”

Darlene lets me go. “We need to stick together. You can’t just charge in and expect us to follow. We’re a team, whether you like it or not.”

A bitter laugh escapes me. “A team? This isn’t some after-school special. People die. And it’s usually because someone fucks up.”

“And it’s usually you,” Wilde mumbles.

I shoot her a glare. “At least I do something.”

“Maybe we can find a way out without killing anyone. Just a thought.”

“Boring.” The werewolves deserve it—every single one.

Roe tugs at my sleeve, her grip annoyingly strong for someone so terrified. “Ava, please. We need to be smart about this.”

“Smart? Where did that get us?” I hiss, jerking my arm free. “They’ll hunt us down the moment we leave.”

“Not if we do it right,” Wilde interjects. “We just need a distraction. Get them to focus on something else.”

“Like what? A fucking dance number?” My patience is running thin. I can feel the edges of my control fraying.

“Ava—” Roe’s trembling.

I whip around to face her. “What, Roe? Got something to add, or are you just going to stand there pissing yourself?”

Her eyes well up, and she flinches like I’ve struck her. It makes me pause, my breath hitching in my throat.

“Shit,” I mutter, my anger deflating into a bitter lump in my chest. “Roe, I didn’t mean—”

Wilde laughs again, though it’s strained. “How about we save the lover’s quarrel for later?”

“Fuck off,” Darlene and I say in unison.

“Let’s save the bloodbath for another day,” Wilde says, more serious this time. “Please?”

“Fine,” I growl, though it tastes like defeat.

Shoving past Darlene, we slip through the hallways. Roe sticks close to me, and my heart beats faster, not from fear but from this unwelcome sense of protectiveness.

“What’s the matter, Ava?” Darlene’s voice drips with sarcasm. “Worried about your little human friend?”

I keep my eyes ahead. “Shut up.”

“Never thought I’d see the day. Ava de la Roche, the cold-hearted witch, actually care about someone.”

“Shut. Up.” Each word is a warning, but Darlene doesn’t heed it.

Wilde steps in. “Come on, guys. We’ve got bigger problems right now.”

Darlene smirks. “No, I think it’s cute. Ava playing the protector. How sweet.”

Roe looks up at me, worried. I want to tell her not to listen, but I can’t find the words. Instead, I turn on Darlene, fists clenched.

“You think you’re so fucking smart?” I snarl, taking a step forward. “Let’s see how smart you are when I’m done with you.”

Darlene squares her shoulders. “You really want to do this now? Fine.”

Just as I’m about to swing, a werewolf barrels into me from the side, his weight slamming me through the thin wall of the gym. The impact is brutal, knocking the wind out of me. We crash into a storage area, debris and dust flying everywhere.

“Jesus Christ!” I gasp, struggling to breathe. My vision blurs, but I force myself to focus. The werewolf, snarling and feral, looms over me, digging his claws into my sides. 

“Get the fuck off me!” I scream, driving my elbow into its snout. The wolf yelps but doesn’t let go.

“Ava!” Roe screams.

“Stay back!” I shout, kicking at the wolf’s belly. My boot connects, and it flinches, giving me a moment to scramble free. Blood drips down my side, but I push the pain away. I have to focus.

The werewolf shakes off the debris, crouching low, ready to pounce again.

In the main area, Darlene and Wilde face off against Rex and his goons. Roe, of course, immediately hides behind the others.

“Goddamn pussy,” I mutter under my breath, grabbing a broken piece of wood. Blood drips from a gash on my forehead, stinging my eyes.

The werewolf recovers and lunges at me again. I dodge to the side, slamming the wood into his snout. He yelps, blood spraying from his nose, but he’s far from done. He swipes at me with his claws, catching my arm and tearing through flesh. The pain is blinding, but I don’t let up.

I drive the wood into the wolf’s neck. Blood sprays, but I don’t stop. I twist the makeshift stake, pushing deeper until the light fades from its eyes. I stand over him, breathing heavily, my arm a mess of blood and torn skin. I feel like the world is tilting, my strength ebbing away.

“AVA!” Darlene’s voice cuts through. “Get over here, now!”

I stumble back into the main area, barely holding it together. Darlene and Wilde are holding their own, but they’re clearly struggling.

“Rex is mine,” I growl, moving forward.

The first wolf lunges at me, and I duck, driving my fist into its gut. It doubles over, and I knee it in the face, feeling the satisfying crunch of bone. I grab a loose weight from the floor, swinging it at another wolf’s head. The impact sends it sprawling, but I barely have time to breathe before another one is on me.

“Ava, look out!” Roe screams, but I don’t need her warning. I twist, slamming the weight into the wolf’s ribs. It yelps, backing off.

Meanwhile, Wilde is a blur of motion, her Hawaiian shirt torn and bloodied. She fights using whatever she can grab—a weight, a discarded barbell, her fists. Darlene stays close to Roe, fending off any werewolf that dares get too close. Her hat is long gone, her curly hair wild around her face.

“Rex!” I shout, my voice raw. “This ends now!”

He turns to me. “Ava. Always the hothead. You should’ve stayed down.”

I lunge at him, my stake raised. He dodges, but not quickly enough—I catch him across the shoulder, drawing blood. He snarls, the wound only making him angrier.

“You think you can take me?” Rex growls.

“Try me.”

Rex slams me into the floor. The impact sends shockwaves of agony through my body, but I grit my teeth and push back.

“Ava, hold on!” Darlene shouts but she’s too far away, tangled up with two werewolves.

Rex’s claws dig into my shoulder, and I scream. “You’re done,” he sneers.

“Fuck you,” I hiss. With a burst of adrenaline, I wrench free and slam my knee into his groin. He doubles over, and I take the opportunity to drive the broken wood into his side.

“You little bitch,” he gasps, blood pouring from the wound.

“That’s right,” I growl. “I’m going to make you pay for every second of this.”

I jab at his face, aiming for his eyes.

Rex swats me away like I’m nothing. I crash into a row of lockers, metal denting from the impact. I shake it off, forcing myself to stand. “Is that...is that all you’ve got?” I taunt, spitting blood onto the floor.

He growls, lunging at me. I dodge, barely, and kick at his knee. The satisfying crunch of bone echoes, and Rex staggers. I don’t give him time to recover, launching myself at his back and driving my elbow into his spine.

Rex twists, throwing me off him. I hit the ground hard, and before I can react, he’s on top of me.

“Get off her!” Darlene tackles Rex, knocking him off me. I scramble to my feet, blood dripping from my wounds.

“Fuck this,” I mutter, grabbing a broken piece of locker. I lunge at Rex, stabbing the jagged metal into his side. He screams, backhanding me across the face.

I crash into the ground again, dazed. Rex looms over me, but Wilde blindsides him, slamming a chair over his head. “Come on, Ava, get up!” she yells.

I force myself up, every muscle screaming in protest. My vision starts to darken, a familiar weakness flooding my limbs. Fucking perfect timing. I stagger, the room spinning around me, but I force myself to keep moving.

“Not...now.”

Rex lands a solid punch to my jaw. Stars explode in my vision, and I nearly go down.

“You’re finished, Ava,” he sneers, stepping closer.

“Not...yet,” I manage. My fist connects with his jaw, and I follow up with a knee to his ribs.

Rex staggers back. I don’t give him a chance to recover. I slam the piece of metal into his head. He stumbles, blood streaming from the gash on his forehead, and I seize the chance, tackling him to the ground.

I grab a nearby weight and raise it, ready to bring it down on his skull. But something stops me.

His eyes. Beautiful. Like molten gold. They’re not wild anymore. They’re pleading. Begging for mercy. For life. I hate this part. This is the part they don’t tell you about. He’s a person. He’s still a person. 

Rex lets out a low whimper, his body going limp beneath me. He’s given up. If I do this, she’ll never look at me the same way again. She’ll see me as the monster she thinks I am.

“Stay... down,” I pant, collapsing beside him. I can barely see, but I know he’s not getting up anytime soon.

Darlene and Wilde finish off the remaining goons, panting and bruised but standing. They move towards me, but I barely register them. My focus is on Roe. I push off the ground, stumbling to my feet and nearly falling again. I need to make sure she’s okay.

“Roe!” I call out, my voice cracking. “Roe, where are you?”

Roe peeks out from behind a fallen weight rack. “Ava! I’m here!”

I rush to her side, collapsing to my knees and pulling her into a tight embrace. My hands shake as I check her over. “Are you okay? Did they hurt you?”

“I’m fine,” Roe whispers, trembling. She’s never seen me this bloody, this close to the edge. Her hands hover, not sure where to touch without causing more pain. “I’m okay. What about you? You’re bleeding.”

“Doesn’t matter,” I say, my vision blurring again. “As long as you’re safe.”

Darlene and Wilde come over, looking concerned but relatively unscathed. “We’re fine,” Darlene says, as if reading my mind. “You did good, Ava.”

“Yeah, real badass,” Wilde adds, trying to lighten the mood.

I ignore them, feeling the darkness closing in. “Roe... you’re sure you’re okay?”

“Yeah, I’m okay. See?” Roe says, bringing my hand to her cheek. “But you need help. You’re...you’re not looking so good.”

“I’m...fine,” I mumble, but even I can hear how weak I sound.

Darlene kneels beside me, her expression softening. “Ava, let us take care of you. You’re no good to us if you pass out.” She helps me to my feet. “Take it easy.”

“I’ll be fine. We need answers.”

Rex groans from the floor, starting to come to. I step over to him, my legs barely holding me up. “Time to talk. Why the hell did you do this?”

He glares up at me. “You’ll get nothing from me.”

I slam my foot down on his chest, not hard enough to seriously injure, but enough to make him gasp in pain. “Wrong answer. Try again.”

“Ava, let us handle the interrogation,” Darlene says, touching my shoulder. “You need to rest.”

I shrug her off, my eyes never leaving Rex. “I’m not resting until I get answers. Talk, Rex, or I’ll make you wish you had.”

He spits blood at my feet. Stupid fucking mutt. “Go to hell,” he snarls.

“Here’s the thing,” I whisper. “Hell isn’t some fiery pit you get sent to when you die. Hell is right here, in this godforsaken world, and I bring it with me wherever I go.”

I can feel the change happening, feel the way my eyes burn and my skin tingles with the promise of violence. There’s a low, thrumming power inside me, something old and vicious, something I’ve kept chained up for too long.

Rex’s eyes widen in pure, unfiltered terror. Good. Roe doesn’t catch the show, but she shifts, and there’s a slight tension in her stance.

“Do you feel it?” I ask, my breath hot against his skin. “The darkness crawling inside you? The terror sinking its claws into your soul? That’s what I am.”

His lips tremble as he struggles to form words. “Fuck... you...”

“Not my type.” My grip tightens, and I let a little more of the demon show.

“You’re a monster.”

“Yes,” I agree, my voice cold. “But I’m your only chance at mercy right now.”

Roe steps closer, her hand on my arm. “Don’t push yourself too hard.”

I force my demonic features to fade before looking at her. “I’ll be okay, Roe. I promise.”

I look down at Rex and deliver a swift kick to his head. Pain shoots up my leg, and I almost fall over, the room spinning again. Not my best idea.

Darlene catches me. “Ava, sit down. Let us handle this.”

Reluctantly, I nod and let Roe help me sit down. Her arm wraps around my shoulders, grounding me. Her touch is comforting, even though I feel her shaking slightly.

“You okay?” Roe asks softly.

“Yeah,” I say, leaning into her. “Just overdid it.”

Darlene kneels next to Rex. “Alright, Rex. Let’s try this again. Why did you gas us and lock us up?”

Wilde taps her foot impatiently. “And make it quick, we’ve got places to be and people to not murder. Maybe.”

Rex groans, trying to sit up, but Darlene’s hand on his shoulder keeps him down. “Alright, alright. I’ll talk.”

Wilde crouches down to his level. “Good boy. Now, spill.”

Rex winces, blood still trickling from his wounds. “There’s a big bounty on Ava’s head. Ordered by the Hunter’s Association. They wanted her alive. Didn’t know why, just that it’s a lot of money.”

The Hunter’s Association? Those bastards. Of course, they’d come after me. But why now?

“A bounty?” Darlene asks.

“Figured it was easier to take her by surprise.”

“So you gassed us,” Wilde says, rolling her eyes. “Brilliant plan. How’s that working out for you?”

Rex glares at her. “You’re annoying, you know that?”

“And you’re stupid, you know that?”

Darlene stays focused. “What about the rest of us?”

“They only wanted Ava,” Rex replies, grimacing. “You all just happened to be there. I’m sorry for that.”

Wilde raises an eyebrow. “Sorry, huh? Well, that’s something, I guess. But not good enough.”

“A job is a job,” I say. “I suppose. I get it.”

Rex looks at me, surprise in his eyes. “You’re not mad?”

“Oh, I’m pissed,” I say, my voice cold. “But I understand. Money talks.”

Darlene continues, her voice softening slightly. “So, you were just following orders?”

“Yeah. Didn’t know it’d get this messy. Just wanted to get paid.”

Wilde snorts. “Well, you fucked up big time, buddy.”

Darlene stands up, pulling Rex with her. “Alright, let’s tie him up and make sure no one’s dying.”

Rex groans but doesn’t resist. He knows he’s beaten. Wilde gives him a playful pat on the head.

I try to stand, but my legs feel like jelly.

“Easy,” Roe says, helping me up. “Take it slow.”

“I hate this.” I lean heavily on her. “Feeling weak.”

“You’re not weak. You’re hurt. There’s a difference.”

They haul Rex into a corner, binding him tightly to a bench. The gym is eerily quiet now. The only sounds are our ragged breathing and the occasional drip of blood onto the floor.

Wilde looks around at us, taking stock of the damage. “Let’s see what we’re dealing with,” she mutters, inspecting my shoulder. “Nasty gashes, Ava. Might need stitches.”

“Just patch me up. I’ll be fine.”

“Yeah, yeah, Ms. Tough Witch. Hold still.”

Darlene moves closer to me, her face a mess of cuts and bruises. Her red eyes soften, and she sighs. “About earlier... I’m sorry.”

“Whatever. It’s over.”

Roe nudges me with her elbow. “Come on. Say something.”

I clench my jaw, hating the way she looks at me. But I cave. “Fine. I’m sorry, too, Darlene. Happy now?”

Darlene smiles. “Yes, Ava. Happy.”

Wilde returns with a medkit. “Alright, you bunch of idiots, who’s first?”

She doesn’t wait for an answer, starting with me. The antiseptic stings like a bitch, and I clench my fists, resisting the urge to punch her. “Jesus, Wilde, careful.”

“Sorry, sweetheart,” Wilde says, not sounding sorry at all. “Hold still, or it’ll hurt more.”

Across the room, Rex groans, trying to shift his bound hands. “Hey, what about me? I’m hurt, too.”

“Oh, poor baby. Want me to kiss it better?”

“Fuck you.”

“Get in line.” She moves onto my side, where claws tore through my shirt and skin. “This one’s deep. You’re gonna need stitches.”

“Fantastic,” I say. “Just do it.”

The needle flashes in and out of my torn flesh. The bite of pain with each stitch makes me grit my teeth, but I refuse to let out a sound.

While Wilde works, Darlene tends to Roe, checking her for injuries. Roe’s mostly unharmed, just shaken. Darlene’s careful with her, tender.

“You okay, Roe?” she asks softly, her fingers brushing a lock of hair from Roe’s face.

“Yeah, just... scared. Thanks for protecting me.”

Darlene smiles, and the room brightens a bit. “Of course. We’ve got each other’s backs.”

“Just a few more,” Wilde murmurs.

“Make it quick,” I grunt.

Roe squeezes my hand. “You okay?”

“I’m fine,” I lie. 

Wilde ties off the final stitch and sits back. “That should hold. Try to relax.” She moves on to Darlene next, cleaning the cuts on her face. “You two kiss and make up yet?” she asks, glancing between us.

“Yes,” Darlene says, rolling her eyes. “We’re fine.”

Wilde grins, dabbing at a particularly nasty gash on Darlene’s forehead. “Good, ‘cause we’ve got bigger problems than your petty squabbles.” When she finally finishes with Darlene, she turns to Roe. “You hurt anywhere?”

Roe shakes her head. “No, just...scared.”

Wilde nods, her expression softening. “You did good. It’s not easy, but you did good.”

Roe looks down, her cheeks flushing. “Thanks.”

Wilde pats her shoulder, then starts packing up the medkit. “Alright, we’re patched up for now.”

“Let’s get out of here then.” Darlene grabs Rex, shoving him towards the door.

Wilde finds our gear at the front desk, tossing Darlene her Colt Walker and holstering her own Colt Python. She hands me my stuff, and I thank her with a nod.

Wilde’s eyes light up as we approach Darlene’s truck. “I’ll drive!”

Darlene’s expression immediately sours. “Absolutely not. You’ll kill us all.”

Wilde pouts. “Oh, come on, Darlene. I’m not that bad. Besides, I know all the shortcuts.”

“No,” Darlene states firmly, unlocking the truck. “I’m driving.”

Rex slumps in the backseat, blood still trickling from his wounds. I slide in next to him, and Roe presses against my side. Her warmth is comforting, but it’s also making my thoughts a bit fuzzy.

“Move over,” I mutter, though I don’t actually mind the contact. “I need some space.”

She ignores me, staying close. “You okay?”

“I’ll be fine,” I reply, but I’m not entirely sure.

Wilde hops into the passenger seat, and Darlene takes the wheel with a sigh. “Alright, where are we headed?” Wilde asks, fiddling with the radio.

Darlene turns to look at us. “The Association’s office is nearby. It’s neutral ground—no fights allowed. We can get information there and turn Rex in. Attacking sheriffs is a big offense, after all.”

I raise an eyebrow. “You think they’ll help us?”

“They have to,” Darlene replies, starting the engine. “It’s the law.”

Wilde leans back and quotes, “Supernatural Code of Laws, Section 8, Subsection 14, Clause 3. It states: ‘The Hunter’s Association is obligated to assist the appointed sheriff unless such assistance presents a direct danger to the life of the requesting party or the sheriff, or if the request constitutes an abuse of power.’”

“Impressive,” I mutter. “You actually read that thing?”

Wilde winks at me. “Sheriff, remember? I know my stuff.”

Roe shifts even closer, her leg pressed against mine. “What’s the plan when we get there?”

“Get information,” Darlene replies, focusing on the road. “Find out why the Association put a bounty on Ava. And make sure Rex answers for what he did.”

Wilde twists in her seat to look at him. “You’re in a lot of trouble, Rex. Cooperate, and maybe you’ll get out of this with minimal damage.”

“Or,” I add, leaning closer to Rex, “we can make your life a living hell. Your choice.”

Roe’s hand on my arm pulls me back. “Easy. We need him alive.”

“I know. Just making sure he understands the stakes.”

Rex snorts. “I get it. I’m screwed either way.”

“Smart guy,” Wilde says, turning back around. “So, let’s get to the Hunter’s Association and see what they have to say.”
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​Chapter Fourteen
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I Won’t Hurt Her. I Won’t.

––––––––
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We pull up to the Hunter’s Association office, a squat little building squeezed between a laundromat and a Chinese takeout. The sign above the door is faded and swinging on one hinge.

Darlene parks the truck and turns to us. “Everyone stay alert. No weapons, no fighting. Let’s get what we need and get out.”

Wilde smirks. “Don’t worry. I’ll behave.”

“You better...”

“Seriously? This is it?” Roe scoffs, her freckled nose wrinkling.

“Wait ‘till you see the inside,” Darlene says, tipping her hat up with a knowing smile.

I stretch, my muscles stiff from the ride, and follow Darlene to the front door. “Ready for the rabbit hole, Alice?” I ask Roe, smirking.

“Don’t call me Alice. And I’m not some—”

The change is immediate. The moment the door shuts behind us, Toto, we’re not in Kansas anymore.

The office stretches infinitely in all directions, impossibly large compared to the modest exterior. Marble floors stretch beneath our feet, and massive chandeliers dangle from the vaulted ceilings over priceless artefacts and ancient relics displayed in glass cases. Hunters in all manner of attire bustle about; some human, some not. It’s as if Hogwarts and the Louvre had a gaudy love child. The entrance purposely looks awesome, gilded doors and all. They like showing off.

“Welcome to the Hunter’s Association,” I say, gesturing grandly. “A tiny dump on the outside, a bloody TARDIS on the inside.”

“Holy shit,” Roe breathes. “This place is fucking huge.”

I chuckle, unable to help myself. Seeing Roe’s amazement is almost...refreshing. I catch Darlene smiling, too.

“How does this even—” Roe begins, spinning in a slow circle, trying to take it all in.

“Magic, Roe. Keep up,” I say, giving her a light shove to get her moving. She stumbles forward, still staring at the ceiling.

Wilde, never one to miss a chance to be an absolute dickhead, claps her hands. “Ladies and...well, just ladies—“ Rex rolls his eyes at that. “—welcome to the Hunter’s Association! Built in the year...eh, some old timey year. On your left, we have the magnificent statue of Sir Gallus Hornblower, one of the founding members of our esteemed Association.”

The statue is a pompous-looking old bastard, high cheekbones and glaring eyes. Looks constipated, if you ask me.

Roe squints at it. “What did he do?”

“No one really knows,” Wilde admits. “But he looks impressive, doesn’t he?”

Roe snickers. “Sure. Impressive.”

Wilde spins on her heel, pointing to a large, garish painting on the opposite wall. It’s an abomination of colours and shapes, some sort of abstract horror that looks like it was painted by a blindfolded monkey. “And here we have ‘The Battle of the Blighted Fields’ by the renowned artist Juliette Deschamps.”

Roe tilts her head and frowns. “What the fuck am I looking at?”

Wilde scratches her head. “Good question. I’ve always thought it looks like someone spilled their lunch and decided to call it art.”

“It’s supposed to represent the chaos and destruction of war,” I explain, not because I want to, but because Roe looks like she’s about to have an aneurysm trying to make sense of it.

“Yeah, I got that,” Roe mutters. “Still looks like shit.”

Darlene leads the way, her stride confident. She’s been here a thousand times, and it shows. She tips her hat to a few familiar faces as we navigate the labyrinthine of hallways.

“This is insane. How is this even possible?”

“It’s called spatial manipulation. Basic magic, really. Any half-decent witch can pull it off.”

“Yeah, well, it’s a bit more impressive when you’re not a witch.”

Darlene smiles. “First time I walked in here, I couldn’t believe it either."

“Yeah. It’s... a lot.”

“And here we have a very old sword,” Wilde says, pointing at a rusty blade in a glass case. “Probably used to kill something nasty.”

“Like your sense of fashion,” I mumble.

“Hey, this shirt is vintage.”

“Vintage garbage.”

“And here we have the grand main hall,” she continues, pushing open a set of double doors with a flourish. “Where all the magic happens.”

The main hall is equally impressive, with a reception desk that looks like it’s carved out of a single piece of obsidian and a mini lounge off to one side. There’s a bar, too, because, of course, there is. Hunters need their booze.

“This is the heart of this fine establishment. Straight ahead is reception, to our left is the lounge, and to our right is the bar. A perfect spot to drown your sorrows or celebrate a successful hunt. Whatever floats your boat.”

“Do they have bourbon?” Roe asks.

“Only the finest,” Wilde replies with exaggerated enthusiasm. “Aged to perfection. You’ll never find better.”

We reach the front desk. The receptionist is a tired-looking woman with bright purple hair. She glances up and nods.

“Ava de la Roche and company. We’re here to see who’s got a hard-on for my head,” I state.

“And we’ve got a delivery for you,” Wilde adds, shoving Rex forward.

“Name?” she asks.

“Werewolf, Rex,” Darlene answers.

The receptionist nods, typing away on her keyboard. “One moment. Sheriff Glascott, Sheriff Wilde, it’s good to see you,” she adds, flashing them a quick smile.

Darlene nods back. “Thank you, Marcy.”

Marcy’s screen beeps, and she leans in, squinting. “Bounty’s been processed. Payment’s in your accounts.” She picks up a phone and makes a quick call. “Take a seat. Someone will be with you shortly.”

“Great, waiting. My favourite,” I mutter under my breath.

Darlene nods and moves to the seating area, gesturing for me to take Roe on a tour. Like, I’m some fucking tour guide.

“Why don’t you show Roe around.” Wilde looks up at me as she sits on one of the plush chairs.

“Alright, come on, Roe. Let’s go on a magical mystery tour.”

“Don’t kill anyone,” Darlene adds.

We wander down the west hall. The place is a spectacle. Walls lined with ancient swords and axes. Display cases filled with oddities—shrunken heads, cursed amulets, vials of strange, swirling liquids.

“What’s all this stuff?”

“Tools of the trade,” I explain. “Weapons and relics collected over centuries by Hunters. Some of it’s still useful. Some of it’s just for show.”

We pass a particularly gruesome exhibit—the preserved head of a wendigo, its eyes milky white and fangs bared in a permanent snarl. Roe recoils, and I chuckle. “Not a fan of the decor?”

“Just... wasn’t expecting that,” she mutters, shoving her hands in her pockets. “Why do they keep that here?”

“As a trophy,” I gesture to a particularly shiny blade. “This one’s from the Crusades. Supposedly blessed by some saint or another. Never tried it myself.”

Roe steps closer, her fingers twitching like she wants to touch it. “And that one?” she asks, pointing to a jagged, obsidian dagger.

“Demon-forged,” I reply. “Whoever wields it has to be careful. It has a tendency to turn on its owner.”

“Sounds like something you’d use.”

“Please, I have standards,” I scoff, moving us along. “This is the Blade of Azhdaha, used to slay the great dragon of the East,” I say, motioning to another sword encased in glass. “And over here we have the Scepter of Orin, rumored to control the minds of those weak-willed enough to fall under its spell.”

“How do they even get this stuff?”

“Hunting, mostly. Some of it’s confiscated during raids. Other times, Hunters donate trophies from their kills. Occasionally, you’ll see something from the Expedition Division, but that’s rare. They’re not exactly rolling in cash.”

We round a corner and stop in front of a massive tapestry hanging on the wall. It depicts a battle, angels clashing with dark, shadowy figures. In the centre, a blonde woman with green eyes and a smile holds her ground against three angelic figures. My stomach tightens.

“What’s this?” Roe asks, eyes glued to the tapestry.

“Some bullshit story,” I lie smoothly. “Demon against angels, typical dramatic flair.”

“Really? That looks a lot like you.”

“Pure coincidence,” I say, avoiding Roe’s gaze. “Lots of people look like me.”

“Uh-huh. Sure.”

I move us along before she can press further, my mind churning. The less she knows about my demon blood, the better. I don’t need her seeing me as a monster, not when she’s already had her life wrecked because of me.

“You ever get used to this?”

“No,” I admit. “You don’t.”

“Holy shit, is that a griffin?” she asks, pointing to a majestic beast lounging in the corner, its feathers gleaming.

“Yeah, and that over there is a wyvern,” I point out, nodding toward a reptilian creature coiled around a pillar. “Don’t stare too long, they don’t like it.”

Roe laughs nervously. “You’re fucking with me, right?”

“Nope.”

I notice how Roe’s eyes dart from one artefact to another, her awe never waning. It’s kind of... nice seeing someone appreciate all this shit. Makes it feel less like a never-ending grind.

Roe stops at a wall covered in wanted posters, her eyes scanning the faces. “Are these all...?”

“Supernaturals, yeah. Some are deadlier than others. This guy,” I point to a werewolf with half his face missing, “is worth a fortune. But he’s also a mean son of a bitch. Torn through three hunters last month.”

Roe shudders, moving on. “How do you know so much about all this?”

“I’m a specialist. I hunt these things for a living.”

“And you’re sure that’s all you are?”

“Positive.”

She gives me a look but doesn’t press further. “So this is where you work?”

“Sometimes,” I reply. “When I’m not busy saving your ass.”

“Yeah, you’re a regular knight in shining armor.”

“More like an antihero. Now, over here—”

We turn another corner, and there it is, the pièce de résistance: the gift shop. It’s tacky as hell, filled with all sorts of kitschy items: miniature crystal balls, enchanted snow globes, plushie gargoyles, and a variety of other nonsense. Roe’s face lights up as she pokes around.

“They seriously have a gift shop?”

“Of course. Gotta fund the war on evil somehow.”

She picks up a small silver amulet. “What’s this do?”

“Protection charm,” I reply. “Won’t do shit for you, though. You’re too far gone.”

She shoots me a glare.

“Just stating facts.”

She stops in front of a display of potions, looking at the colourful liquids. “What’s with the rainbow vomit?”

“Various potions—healing, strength, invisibility,” I explain. “Don’t touch the green one. It’s explosive.”

Roe quickly retracts her hand. “Good to know.” She stops to gawk at a crystal ball that promises to reveal your true love’s face.

“That thing’s a scam. Shows you a random face every time.”

“Sounds like you tried it.”

“Once. For a laugh.”

She picks up a snow globe that contains a miniature storm, lightning cracking inside it. “This is unreal,” she breathes, turning the globe in her hands.

“Yeah, it’s cute,” I say, looking at her. I pick up a snow globe that has a tiny dragon inside. “Total tourist trap.”

Roe laughs, the sound light and genuine. “It’s kinda nice, though.” She picks up a bracelet with tiny charms shaped like mystical creatures.

“You like that?”

“Yeah, it’s cool,” she says, still examining it like it’s made of gold.

I take it from her, march up to the counter, and slap a twenty down. The clerk, a young warlock with too much eyeliner, rings it up without a word. I hand the bracelet to Roe.

“For you,” I say, trying to sound nonchalant.

“You didn’t have to—”

“Don’t make a big deal out of it,” I interrupt, feeling a bit embarrassed. “Just... a souvenir.”

Roe smiles, and it’s like the sun breaking through clouds. She puts the bracelet on, and I notice how it looks against her skin, how it makes her eyes sparkle a bit more. Fuck, I hate that I’m noticing these things.

“Thanks, Ava,” she says softly.

“Whatever,” I mutter, turning away. “Let’s get going.”

We head back to the seating area where Wilde is now petting Rex. Jesus.

“Took you long enough,” Darlene says.

“Had to keep the kid entertained,” I reply, giving Roe a sideways glance. She’s still fiddling with the bracelet with a small smile. It’s nice seeing her happy.

Minutes later, a tall woman with dark hair approaches us. “Sheriff Glascott. I’m Agent Harper. I understand you have a situation?”

“You could say that,” Darlene replies, nodding towards Rex. “We need to know why there’s a bounty on Ava’s head.”

Agent Harper’s eyes flick to me, then back to Darlene. “Follow me. We’ll discuss this in a secure room.” Harper signals for another officer to take Rex away.

“Be gentle with him,” Darlene says, her tone softer than expected. “He’s not as bad as he looks.”

“Understood.” Harper nods, making a note on her clipboard. “This way.” She turns on her heel, not waiting to see if we follow. We do, of course. Her office is down a narrow corridor, walls lined with framed certificates and old, black-and-white photos of previous hunters.

We enter Harper’s office, a surprisingly minimalistic space compared to the rest of the building. There’s a desk, a few chairs, and a map on the wall with pins marking various locations.

She sits behind her computer and starts typing. “Let’s see what we have here. Ava de la Roche, specialist. Bounty is $12.5 million, wanted alive.”

Roe’s eyes widen. “We could turn Ava in to get the money and then break her out,” she blurts.

Wilde bursts out laughing before I can say anything. “That’s got to be the dumbest idea I’ve ever heard.”

Roe looks a bit sheepish. “Just trying to think outside the box.”

“No one’s turning me in,” I sigh at their stupidity, specifically Roe’s.

Harper’s lips twitch in what might be the faintest hint of a smile. “Well, Ms. de la Roche, you should know that information regarding the reasoning behind this bounty is classified. That level of classification typically only happens if it’s been sanctioned by the government.”

“Isn’t that just dandy. Why the hell would the government want me alive?”

“That’s what we need to figure out. Unfortunately, I don’t have access to those details. But there must be a reason they’re willing to pay so much.”

“Nice to know I’m valued.”

“This complicates things,” Darlene says. “If the government is involved, it’s going to be much harder to get answers.”

Wilde leans back in her chair. “So what’s our next move?”

Harper taps her fingers lightly on the desk. “I’ll see what I can find out through my contacts. But in the meantime, you should lay low. This bounty will attract all kinds of attention, and not just from the Hunter’s Association.”

“No shit,” I mutter. “So, we wait?”

“For now,” Harper confirms. “If they want you alive, they’ll stop at nothing to get you.”

“Great,” I say, my sarcasm barely masking my anxiety. “More people trying to capture me.”

Darlene stands. “That’s all for now. Thank you, Harper.”

Harper rises as well. “I’ll be in touch with any updates. Stay vigilant.”

Outside, the cold air hits us, and I take a deep breath, trying to clear my head. The government wants me alive, and I have no idea why.

“Where to now?” Roe asks, stretching as if she just woke up from a nap.

“Back to the ranch,” Darlene states. “It’s safe, and you two can lay low for as long as you need.”

“Sounds good,” I say.

Wilde leans forward as we climb back into the truck, tapping Darlene on the shoulder. “Drop me off at my place, will you? I’ve got some sheriff shit to deal with. Can’t stick with you guys full-time, but you know you can call me if you need help.”

Darlene nods, steering the truck toward Wilde’s place. “We appreciate it, Wilde. We’ll manage, but it’s good to know you’ve got our back.”

—
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We pull up to Wilde’s place, and she hops out, stretching her arms while she yawns. “Alright, gang, take care of yourselves. Don’t do anything too stupid without me.”

Darlene gets out and walks around the truck to hug Wilde. “Thanks, Wilde. Take care of yourself, you hear?”

“You know me. I’m indestructible. See ya around, Darlin’.” Wilde replies, patting her on the back before turning to Roe. “Fist bump?”

Roe meets her halfway. “You got it. Don’t get yourself killed.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it.”

Finally, Wilde turns to me, her expression softening. “What do you want? A hug, a fist bump, or just a glare?”

I hesitate momentarily. “A hug.”

Wilde’s face lights up, and she steps forward, wrapping her arms around me. “See, you’re not so tough.”

I let myself relax into the hug, just for a moment. “Thanks.”

She beams at me, giving me a final squeeze before stepping back. “We should all go bowling sometime when this is over. Get drunk, knock down some pins.”

“Bowling?” What the fuck is that?

“It’s fun! Plus, there’s beer and those greasy, delicious snacks.”

Darlene clears her throat. “I’m not sure Ava’s ever been bowling, Nik.”

“Is that so? Alright, Ava. Imagine this: you’re in this big building with lanes, right? And at the end of each lane, there are these pins—ten of them. You get this heavy ball, and you roll it down the lane to knock the pins over. The more you knock down, the higher your score.”

I blink at her. “You roll a ball to knock over pins? That’s it?”

She nods vigorously. “Yeah! And there’s strategy, and you can spin the ball, and there are all sorts of techniques.”

“Sounds like a colossal waste of time.”

“You’d get the hang of it. And besides, it’s not just about the game. It’s about the company. We could use a night out, all of us.”

“I haven’t been bowling in years,” Roe says. “Could be fun.”

I turn to her. “Are you actually considering this?”

Roe shrugs. “Why not? Beats sitting around doing nothing.”

“I can think of a million things I’d rather do.”

“Like what?” Wilde challenges.

“Like... not bowling.”

Darlene chuckles softly. “Come on, Ava. It could be a good distraction. And I wouldn’t mind seeing Wilde in those ridiculous rental shoes.”

“Fine. I’ll go bowling. But if it’s as stupid as it sounds, I’m never listening to any of your suggestions again.”

Wilde claps her hands. “That’s the spirit! We’ll make a night of it.” Wilde steps back onto her porch. “Now, stay safe, all of you. And call me if you need anything.”

We wave as she heads inside and then climb back into the truck. Roe shifts beside me, her leg brushing mine again.

“You really never heard of bowling?” Roe asks.

“No. Not everyone wastes their time with pointless games.”

“You might like it. You never know.”

“Doubtful.”
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​Chapter Fifteen
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Why Is This My Life?

––––––––
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I sit on the counter, wincing as Roe gently unwraps the bandages from my side. Her fingers are surprisingly tender, not like her usual self.

“You okay?” Roe asks, voice soft.

I nod, gritting my teeth against the pain. “Been worse.”

“Hold still. I don’t want to hurt you more.”

I feel the warmth of her hands even through the bandages. It’s comforting, which is strange.

“You don’t have to do this, you know,” I mutter, trying to distract myself.

“Shut up,” she replies, but there’s no bite. “You’d do the same for me.”

“Doubt it.”

Darlene bustles in, carrying a bottle of iron supplements. “Here. You need to take these. And I’ve set out some clothes for you in your room.” She sets them down on the counter next to me, scanning over my injuries with a critical eye. “You look like shit.”

“Feel like it too.” I manage a weak smile.

She ruffles my hair, a rare gesture of affection that makes me feel like a kid again. “I’m just glad you’re okay.”

“Thanks,” I say, my voice quieter than I intend.

“No problem. You scared the hell out of us.” She smiles before turning to Roe. “How’s she doing?”

“Better now,” Roe answers, still focused on rewrapping my shoulder. 

Darlene nods. “Get some rest, okay? Both of you.” With that, she heads out, leaving Roe and me alone in the kitchen.

I watch Roe work, the way her brow furrows in concentration, the way her lips press together in a thin line. She’s genuinely caring, and it’s...confusing.

“You’re good at this,” I say. “Didn’t know you had a nurse’s touch.”

“Yeah, well, you learn a few things when your best friend is a disaster magnet.” Her voice wavers on the word ‘friend,’ and I know she’s thinking about Charlie. I should feel guilty, and I do, but there’s something else there, too.

“Still,” I say, trying to keep my voice light. “You’re not half bad at this.”

“Don’t get used to it,” she mutters, but there’s a small smile. “I’m still gonna be a pain in your ass tomorrow.”

“Looking forward to it,” I reply, and to my surprise, I mean it.

Roe finishes bandaging my shoulder, and she steps back, inspecting her work. “There. That should hold for now.”

I flex my shoulder slightly. It still hurts like hell, but it’s more manageable. “Thanks.”

Roe leans against the counter next to me, her arm brushing against mine. “You should really take those,” she says, nodding towards the bottle Darlene left.

I roll my eyes but reach for the bottle. “Fine, mother.”

She smirks. “If I was your mother, you’d be in a lot more trouble.”

I pop a couple of pills into my mouth and swallow them dry, grimacing at the taste.

“What do you usually do when you’re not getting torn up by werewolves?”

“I don’t know. Work, mostly. I’m not great at...downtime.”

“Really? I wouldn’t have guessed,” Roe says dryly. She’s trying to make this normal, and I appreciate it, even if I’m terrible at normal. “What’s your favorite movie?”

“Don’t have one. Don’t watch much TV.”

“Music?”

“Classical. Mostly,” I admit, feeling a bit self-conscious. “It helps me focus.”

“Of course you like classical music,” she says, but there’s no mocking in her tone. It’s... affectionate. “Let me guess: You’re a fan of Bach?”

“Vivaldi, actually,” I correct, and she nods as if this makes perfect sense.

“I’m more of a rock person myself,” Roe says. “But I can appreciate a good violin piece.”

I smile at that. “I’ll have to introduce you to some pieces. Might broaden your horizons.”

“Oh, please do. Maybe I can introduce you to some good rock bands.”

“That sounds... nice,” I say, and it does—it really does. “We’ll see if you have any taste.”

Roe laughs, a low, genuine sound that makes my chest tighten. “Challenge accepted.”

We lapse into another comfortable silence, and I realise how rare this is for me. Normal conversation. No threats, no life-or-death stakes. Just...talking. It’s strange, but it’s good.

Roe glances at the clock, then back at me. “I should turn in. Long day and all that.” She pauses, her eyes flicking to mine. “You know, if you need anything...my door’s open.”

I feel my cheeks heat up, an unfamiliar flush creeping up my neck. “I—I’ll keep that in mind.”

Roe smiles. “Alright. Goodnight, Ava.”

“Goodnight, Roe,” I manage, feeling my face still burning. She leaves the kitchen, and I’m left sitting there. What the hell was that? I don’t fluster.

I slide off the counter and head to my room. Darlene’s left out some clothes for me, a simple pair of sweatpants and a T-shirt. I change quickly, wincing as the movement pulls at my bandages. The clothes are soft, and they smell like the ranch—earthy.

I sit on the edge of the bed, staring at the wall. This evening has been...strange. Not bad, just different. Roe’s invitation, the normal conversation, Darlene’s worry... it’s all new to me. And I don’t know what to do with it.

What does Roe even want from me? We’ve only known each other a week, and she’s already acting like... like...

Doesn’t matter. I need to focus on staying alive.

I sink onto the bed, feeling the exhaustion settle into my bones. My thoughts drift to Lucy: her soft voice, her touch, and how her eyes lit up when she saw me. Even when we were just sitting together, her presence soothed me. I should have been stronger.

But now there’s Roe. Rough around the edges, stupid, and sarcastic as hell, yet she has this kindness to her.

With a sigh, I push myself up from the bed. Sleep won’t come easy tonight. I grab my coat and a pack of cigarettes from the nightstand. Maybe a smoke will clear my head.

I go downstairs and step out onto the porch. I pull out a cigarette and light it. The flame reveals Darlene sitting on the porch, her head bowed. She’s praying. And drinking bourbon.

Great. The sheriff’s having a moment. Just what I need.

“...guide me, protect this town...forgive me...”

I let the door slam behind me. She jumps, nearly knocking over the bottle beside her. I smirk, taking a long drag from my cigarette.

“Didn’t mean to interrupt your chat with the Almighty,” I say.

Darlene sighs, running a hand through her curls. “It’s fine, Ava. Just...thinking.”

“Thinking or praying? There’s a difference.”

“I suppose there is.” She gestures to the empty chair beside her. “Sit. Drink?”

I take a swig from the bottle and sit down, the bourbon burning down my throat. “What were you praying about?”

“Don’t really know.”

“Bullshit.”

“It’s complicated.”

“Everything is.”

Her shoulders sag. “I was praying to feel Him again.”

A bitter laugh escapes me before I can stop it. “God?”

“Yes, God.” She looks at me, almost daring me to mock her.

Explains a lot. I don’t say anything, nodding for her to go on. She needs this, and I’m more than willing to listen.

“My family’s always been religious,” she begins, her voice low. “Ever since I can remember, church every Sunday, prayers before meals, bedtime prayers. I believed in every word, every lesson. It was a part of me.”

She pauses, taking the bottle back and gulping down more bourbon.

“And then it was time for me to become sheriff.”

“The deal,” I murmur.

She nods. “Tradition. Every sheriff in my family made a deal with a devil. My mother, her father before her...all of them. I did the same. Offered my soul to protect others. It wasn’t...it wasn’t with bad intentions.”

“Sounds like a shitty tradition.”

Darlene laughs, tears in her eyes. “Yeah, well, it’s what we did. What I did. And after that, I couldn’t feel Him anymore.” Her voice cracks, and she wipes at her eyes angrily. “I thought I was doing good. Sacrificing myself to save others. Isn’t that what He’s supposed to want? Sacrifice?”

“You made a deal with a devil. It’s a bit different than a church donation.”

“I offered myself,” she whispers. “My soul, to protect others. And for that, I’m punished? Abandoned?”

“Sounds like a raw deal.”

“Damn right, it is.” She’s almost crying now. “I did everything right. Followed the rules, prayed, believed. And now...”

“Now you’re alone,” I finish for her because I understand that part too well.

“Yeah,” she says softly. “Alone.”

We sit in silence for a while, passing the bourbon back and forth. I don’t know what to say to make it better—hell, I’m not sure anything can make it better.

“God’s a dick,” I say bluntly. “You did what you had to do. If He can’t see that, then screw Him.”

Darlene laughs again, a genuine sound this time. “You always know just what to say.”

“I try,” I reply, taking another drag of my cigarette. The smoke curls up into the night, dissipating into the darkness.

“Were you ever religious? I know you’re not now, but... before?”

I freeze, the question like a punch to the gut. My mind races, memories flashing like lightning. I take another drag from my cigarette, buying time, but it’s not enough.

“Yeah,” I finally say, exhaling slowly. “I was.”

“Really? You don’t seem the type.”

I snort. “You’re right about that. But things were different back then.”

She leans forward. “Back when?”

“Long time ago. I was born in 1199, in a small village near Avignon. Catharism. Ever heard of it?”

“A bit. It was a Christian sect, right? Believed in a dualistic universe, good and evil, light and dark.”

“Yeah,” I say, my voice distant. “We were big on purity, rejecting the material world. To us, the physical world was created by an evil god, and the spiritual world was the true creation of a good god. I believed in it, even though I was...well, a demon.”

“How does that work?”

“Complicated, like you said. I was born from a human mother, and a demon father. But my mother raised us in the faith. Taught us the ways of the Cathars.”

“What happened?” she asks softly.

“The crusade happened,” I reply. “The Albigensian Crusade. Pope Innocent III wanted to stamp out the ‘heretics.’ Sent his crusaders to slaughter us.” I take another deep drag, the smoke burning my lungs. “‘Caedite eos. Novit enim Dominus qui sunt eius.’ Kill them all. God will know His own.”

I see Darlene flinch, and I can’t blame her. The memories are as vivid as if they happened yesterday. I close my eyes, the horrors playing out behind my eyelids.

“They came at dawn,” I begin, my voice barely above a whisper. “The soldiers, with their banners and crosses. They said they were purging evil, but all they did was slaughter.” The screams, the blood, the smell of burning flesh. I can still see the terror in their eyes. “They cut us down like animals. It didn’t matter if you were a Cathar or just a villager caught in the wrong place at the wrong time. They burned our homes, our churches. They strung people up, flayed them alive. Raped the women, killed the infants. The rivers ran red with blood. And for what? To cleanse the world of our ‘heresy.’”

Darlene’s face is pale, her grip on the bottle tightening. “Jesus.”

I take another drag, my hand trembling slightly. “My mother...she was dragged out of our home, tied to a stake. Burned alive—burned alive right in front of me. I still hear her screams, see her flesh melting away. And my sister... she—“ My voice cracks, and I have to take a moment to steady myself.

“Ava, you don’t have to. I know—”

“We were only nine.” My voice trembles. “She hid me, shoved me into a crawl space under the floorboards. But she didn’t have time to save herself. They found her, dragged her out by her hair. They...” I swallow hard, the bile rising in my throat. “They raped her, Darlene. Over and over. I heard her begging, crying... then silence.” I blink rapidly, fighting back the tears. I prayed to God, begged Him to intervene. To stop the madness. But He never did. My village was burned to the ground, and I watched everyone I love die.

I’m shaking now. The memories too real. “They torched the house. I remember the heat, the smoke, the sound of the roof collapsing. I thought I would die there. But I didn’t. Somehow, I crawled out, covered in soot and blood.” I flick ash from the cigarette. “That was the day I stopped believing in any benevolent god. Because no god of mine would have allowed such horrors.”

Darlene reaches out, placing a hand on my arm. “I’m so sorry, Ava. I can’t even imagine—“

“Don’t,” I snap, flicking the ash from my cigarette. “Don’t pity me. It doesn’t matter. It was a long time ago. I’ve had centuries to deal with it.”

“It does matter,” Darlene says firmly. “What they did to you... it matters.”

I laugh harshly, wiping my eyes. “I’m a demon, Darlene. I’ve done worse.”

She shakes her head. “You’re not just a demon. You’re a person. You feel pain, you have a past. That matters.”

I take a deep breath. “I used to pray, you know. Every night. Even after I... changed. I prayed for my mother, my sister. For forgiveness. But eventually, I realised no one was listening.”

Darlene looks at me for a long moment. “I get it now,” she says. “Why you are the way you are.”

“Yeah?” I scoff. “And what way is that?”

“Tough as nails,” she replies. “And just as sharp.”

I can’t help but scoff at that.

“It must’ve been interesting to see religion develop throughout the years. Since, well, you’ve been around so long.”

I can’t help but smirk. “Interesting isn’t the word I’d use. Bloody, brutal, maddening... those fit better. Especially during the crusades.”

She tilts her head, curiosity piqued. “You were involved in them?”

I nod. “When I was older, I became one of them. A crusader. Thought if I could fight, maybe I could atone. Later, I even became a Templar.”

“You were a Templar?”

“Yeah,” I say, taking a deep drag of my cigarette. “Funny how things turn out, right? After losing everything to those fanatics, I became one. The world doesn’t lack irony.”

“What made you do it?”

“Revenge, survival, call it what you will. I thought fighting fire with fire might bring me some peace. It didn’t.” I roll up my sleeve to reveal the tattoo etched into my skin: a cross entwined with delicate vines. “Got this while I was with them in 1250. A nun did it. Mixed the ink with holy water. Burned like hell.”

“A nun gave you a tattoo?”

I nod, remembering the searing pain. “She thought she was saving my soul.” And for a while, I believed it, too.

Darlene’s fingers trace the lines of the tattoo lightly. “Did it work?”

I laugh harshly. “No. It just left a scar and a reminder of my stupidity.”

It was all bullshit. No amount of ink, holy water, or prayers can undo what’s been done. It’s all still there. Just buried deeper.

Darlene leans back, sipping the bourbon. “Which crusades were you part of?”

“Too many,” I say, voice dripping with bitterness. “I saw a lot during those times. The Seventh Crusade was the worst. A complete disaster.”

“What happened?” Darlene whispers.

“It was 1248. King Louis IX led us to Egypt, thinking we could convert the heathens with our swords and fire. We were supposed to capture Cairo, but nothing went as planned.” I take a deep breath. “The heat was unbearable, the sand relentless. We were ill-prepared, outnumbered, and disease spread like wildfire through the camp. Dysentery, scurvy... men rotting from the inside out.” I pause, the memories making my skin crawl. “We reached Mansoura, thinking we could take it by surprise. Instead, we walked into a trap. The Egyptians were ready for us. They rained arrows down, set traps that tore men apart. I watched comrades impaled, screaming as they bled out on the sand.”

“God, Ava...”

“God wasn’t there. I remember the smell of blood and shit, the cries of the dying. Tried to save a boy, barely sixteen. He looked at me, eyes full of fear, begging for his mother. I couldn’t save him. Couldn’t save any of them.” I feel my hands shaking, and I clench them into fists, trying to stop the tremors.

Darlene reaches for my hand. “Ava, you don’t have to—”

“No, I do,” I interrupt. “I need to. The Nile ran red. We were defeated, captured. King Louis himself was taken prisoner. They made him watch as they executed his men, one by one. Those of us who survived were thrown into cells, left to rot. I remember the heat, the thirst. The way the walls closed in, the darkness. They tortured us. Tried to break us. I watched men lose their minds, clawing at the walls, begging for death. I wanted to die. But I didn’t. I couldn’t.”

“How did you survive?”

I laugh. “I didn’t. Not really. I’m a demon. I don’t die like humans do. I endured. I escaped eventually, but those memories...they...they never—“

They’re too much. I feel the panic rising. I close my eyes, trying to push it down. But the sounds, the smells. I feel my chest tightening, my breath coming quicker and quicker.

“Ava,” Darlene’s voice cuts through the haze. “Breathe. Just breathe.”

I focus on her voice, on the warmth of her hand on my arm. Slowly, the panic ebbs, and I open my eyes. She’s looking at me with such understanding, such compassion, it nearly breaks me.

“There was the Ninth Crusade, too. That one... wasn’t a complete disaster. But it wasn’t any better.” I need to let this out—all of it. I can’t stop myself.

Her grip tightens on my arm. “What happened?”

“It was 1271. Edward I of England led us. He was a competent leader, which was a change. We landed in Acre, determined to reclaim the Holy Land. We launched a raid on the village of Qaqun. It was like a frenzy. Bloodlust.” I close my eyes, and the images are as clear as if I were there again. “I kicked in a door, found a family huddled together. A man, his wife, two kids. I...I killed them all. The fear in their eyes, the way the blood sprayed...”

“Ava...”

“We set fire to everything. Watched the flames consume homes, shops, people. The sky was black with smoke. I could barely breathe. I remember the heat, the suffocating heat.” My hands are shaking now, the cigarette falling from my fingers. “There was a girl... no older than twelve. She looked at me with such terror, and I...I cut her down. Just like that.”

Darlene’s hand moves over mine. “Ava, it’s okay. You’re here now.”

“It’s not okay!” I shout, the panic rising to a fever pitch. “I can’t escape it! Every time I close my eyes, I see them. I hear their screams. I can smell the blood, feel it on my hands. I can’t... I can’t—“

The heat is suffocating, the air thick with smoke and blood. My sword is heavy in my hand, slick with blood.

“Push forward!” Sir Geoffrey yells, his helmet dented. “For King and country!”

I swing my sword, the blade cutting through flesh. A man falls at my feet, his blood soaking into the sand. The sun is a relentless hammer on my back. I can’t breathe.

“Ava, we need to move!” Richard grabs my arm, pulling me through the melee. “The gate’s that way!”

“Right behind you!”

We reach the gate, the wooden beams splintered and burning. “On three!” Richard yells. “One, two—”

“Three!” we shout together, bursting through the gate. The scene inside is worse than I imagined. Bodies litter the ground, men and women, old and young. Blood pools in the dirt, the metallic scent overwhelming.

“Push forward! Don’t let them regroup!” Sir Edmund shouts, his voice hoarse from dust.

“Burn it all!”

“Take no prisoners!” another screams, his sword slashing through a villager’s neck.

Blood splatters on my face. A man lunges at me, and I parry, my sword cutting through his neck. He falls, clutching his throat as blood gushes from the wound, his other hand clawing at my boot.

“Ava, behind you!” William shouts, and I spin, my sword finding the chest of another. He crumples, and I move on.

“Help me!” I turn, seeing a young girl pinned under a fallen beam. Her face twisted with terror, streaked with dirt and blood. For a moment, she looks like my sister, and I freeze.

“I—” I start to move towards her, but Richard pulls me back.

“We can’t help them,” he says. “We have to keep moving.”

“But—”

“No buts! We’ll die if we stay here!”

I hesitate, the girl’s pleas thundering in my ears. I want to help her, but I can’t. I can’t save everyone. I—

“Ava, focus!” Richard shouts, shoving me aside as an arrow whizzes past my head.

I blink, the world spinning around me. The girl is gone, replaced by another soldier, another enemy. My hands are shaking, my vision blurring.

“Get it together!” Hugh barks. “We need you!”

A blow to my side, a searing pain. I grunt, slashing at my attacker. It catches him across the stomach, and his guts spill across the sand. I can’t breathe. The screams are louder, deafening.

“Fall back!” someone yells. “We’re being overrun!”

“No!” Sir Geoffrey screams. “Keep fighting!”

Ava, where are you? I can’t see anything but fire.

A Saracen warrior charges me; his scimitar raised high. I parry his blow, the impact jarring my arm, and drive my blade into his chest. He falls, blood bubbling from his mouth.

And then I hear it. The whistling of an arrow. An intake of breath.

I turn to see Richard, an arrow protruding from under his arm. “Ava...” he gasps, reaching out for me as he falls.

“Richard!” I scream, rushing to catch him. His weight crashes into me, his blood soaking my hands, warm and sticky. I lower him to the ground, my heart pounding in my ears. “Stay with me, Richard. Stay with me.”

“Ava...”

“No, no, no,” I plead, pressing my hands to the wound. “You’re going to be okay. Just hold on—don’t do this.”

“Sorry...can’t help it,” he murmurs, his voice fading.

My comrades fall one by one. I’m next, I know it. I can feel the blade coming for me. I can’t breathe. I’m back in that crawl space, hearing my sister’s screams, feeling the heat of the flames. I’m trapped, suffocating, dying.

“Ava!” Darlene shouts, shaking me. “Ava, snap out of it!”

I’m on the porch, my breath coming in ragged pants, my heart pounding against my chest. Darlene’s hands are on my shoulders.

“It’s okay,” she says, soothing. “You’re here. You’re safe.”

“I...I saw them,” I whisper, my voice shaking. “I was there again.”

“I know,” she says softly. “But you’re not there. You’re here. With me.”

I nod, trying to steady my breathing, but it feels like my lungs are filled with smoke. “I can’t... I can’t breathe.”

“Yes, you can. Breathe with me. In, out. In, out.”

I mimic her breaths, the rhythm slowly calming the storm inside me. “I’m sorry,” I choke out. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. You’re dealing with a lot. It’s okay to have moments like this.”

“Is it? I’m supposed to be strong. I’m supposed to be able to handle this.”

“You are strong,” Darlene says fiercely. “But everyone has their breaking points, even you.”

I nod, tears burning my eyes. “I hate this. I hate feeling like this.”

“I know,” she says gently. “But you’re not alone. You have me. And Roe.”

“Stupid Roe,” I mutter, a small laugh escaping my lips.

“Yeah, stupid Roe,” Darlene agrees, a hint of a smile in her voice. “But she cares about you. We both do.”

I look at her, really look at her, and see the truth in her eyes. “Thanks,” I whisper.

“Of course.”
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I Can’t Stop This

––––––––
[image: ]


I’m standing in a field in France. It’s endless, an ocean of wildflowers swaying under the warm sun. Colours blend into each other—poppies, daisies, and lavender. It’s a memory, a dream. I haven’t seen this field in years, not since before everything went to hell.

I spot them—two little girls. They’re maybe six years old, giggling and chasing each other through the flowers. My heart aches as I recognise them. It’s me and Anna.

Anna turns, her eyes locking onto mine. She doesn’t see me, of course. I’m just an observer in this dream. “Come on, Ava!” she yells, her voice carrying on the breeze. “Race you to the big tree!”

She bolts, her laughter echoing. Little Ava hesitates for a moment. I almost feel her heart pounding, the way it used to when the world felt so big and scary. Then she smiles, a tiny flicker of bravery, and takes off after her sister.

The big tree stands tall and ancient at the edge of the field, its branches stretching out like welcoming arms.

“Come on, slowpoke!” Anna taunts, glancing over her shoulder. “You’ll never catch me at this rate!”

“I’m coming!” my younger self calls back, her voice higher, softer. She’s trying to keep up, little legs pumping, but she’s falling behind. Anna always wins these races, and Little Ava knows it. But she runs anyway because Anna is waiting for her, cheering her on.

I watch them run, my chest tightening. Anna was always the stronger one, the protector. She’d push me to be braver, to face my fears. I needed that, still do, maybe.

They reach the tree, collapsing against its rough bark, giggling and out of breath. Anna wraps an arm around Little Ava, pulling her close. “You did good,” she says, her voice softer now. “You almost caught me.”

Little Ava beams, her face flushed. “One day I will.”

Anna laughs, ruffling her sister’s hair. “Maybe. But until then, I’m better.”

I swallow hard, my eyes stinging. I sink to my knees in the flowers, letting the dream wash over me. “I miss you,” I whisper, knowing she can’t hear me. Knowing it doesn’t matter. This is where she lives now, in my dreams, in my memories.

The girls start picking flowers and weaving them into crowns. Anna’s hands are deft and skilled, while Little Ava’s are clumsy, but Anna’s patience is endless. She guides her sister, showing her how to twist the stems just right.

“Like this,” Anna says, gentle hands over Ava’s. “See? You’ve got it.”

Little Ava nods, following her sister’s lead. The crown slowly takes shape, a garland of reds, yellows, and purples. They place the crowns on each other’s heads, laughing at their own silliness.

“You look like a queen,” Little Ava says, admiration in her eyes as she gazes at her sister.

“And you look like a princess,” Anna replies. “A brave, beautiful princess.”

She drops to the ground, pulling Little Ava down with her. They lie on their backs, staring up at the sky.

“Look,” Anna points up. “That cloud looks like a dragon.”

Little Ava squints. “No, it doesn’t. It looks like a bunny.”

“A bunny? You’re crazy,” Anna laughs, the sound echoing through the field.

They lie there for a while, just talking about nothing and everything. I close my eyes, savouring their words, their laughter. The grass rustles around me, the scent of wildflowers filling the air. For now, there’s no pain, no urgency—just this perfect, untainted memory.

“I wish we could stay here forever,” Little Ava whispers.

“We can. As long as you remember this, we can always come back here.”

I open my eyes, and suddenly, I’m not watching from a distance anymore. I’m sitting next to Anna under that big tree, but she’s grown up, something she never got to be. She’s exactly how I imagined her. Her hair is cut short, the sides shaved in a way that makes her look even more confident. She’s wearing a pair of dirty overalls over a white shirt, the kind of practical outfit she’d always favoured, with untied boots that suit her perfectly.

My breath catches in my throat as I see her. I just reach out and pull her into a hug, holding onto her like I’ll never let go.

“Ava?” she says, her voice soft and teasing. “What’s this? The Ava I know doesn’t do hugs.”

I bury my face in her shoulder; she smells like earth and wildflowers. “Just let me have this.”

She chuckles, her hand rubbing soothing circles on my back. “Alright, alright. You can have this.”

I pull back, looking at her face. She’s got a few more lines, a bit more maturity in her eyes, but she’s still Anna.

“How are you doing?” she asks.

I laugh, a bitter sound that seems out of place in this peaceful field. “Oh, you know. Just surviving. Running from one mess to another. Usual shit.”

She frowns, and it feels like a punch to the gut. “That doesn’t sound like much of a life.”

“It’s not,” I admit, my voice barely a whisper. “But it’s the only one I’ve got.”

Anna shakes her head with a soft smile. “You always were too hard on yourself. Remember when we were kids, and you were convinced you’d never be as good as me at anything?”

“Yeah, and you always made sure to rub it in.”

“But you were always better than you gave yourself credit for.”

“Maybe,” I say, looking away. “But you were the strong one, the brave one.”

“And you were the smart one, the kind one,” she counters. “We balanced each other out.”

I close my eyes, trying to hold back the tears. “I miss you so much, Anna. Every day.”

“I know,” she says softly. “But I’m always with you, Ava. In here.” She taps her chest, right over her heart. “And out there, in the world. Every time you fight, every time you survive, I’m right there with you.”

“I wish you were really here. I need you.”

“You don’t need me,” she says, her tone firm. “You’ve got this. You’re stronger than you think. And you’re not alone. You have people who care about you.”

“People who get killed because of me,” I mutter bitterly.

Anna sighs. “It’s not your fault. You can’t control everything. You just have to keep moving forward, keep fighting.”

I look at her, my heart aching. “I don’t know if I can.”

She leans in, her forehead touching mine. “You can. You have to. For both of us.”

I nod, taking a deep breath. “I’ll try.”

She pulls back, smiling. “That’s all I ask.”

We sit in silence for a moment, the breeze rustling the leaves above us, the field alive with the sounds of nature.

“Do you remember when we used to play here?” Anna asks suddenly, her eyes distant as she looks over the field.

“Yeah. We’d race to the tree, and you’d always win.”

“Only because you let me.”

“Bullshit,” I retort, grinning. “You were always faster.”

“Maybe,” she admits. “But you never gave up. That’s what I loved about you. No matter how many times you fell, you always got back up.”

I look away, the weight of her words pressing down on me.

“Tell me about her.”

I raise an eyebrow, feigning ignorance. “Who?”

“Don’t play dumb, Ava. You know who I’m talking about.”

“No idea.”

She grins, nudging me with her shoulder. “Come on. Spill. Who’s the girl that’s got you all twisted up?”

I sigh, knowing she won’t let it go. “Fine. Her name’s Roe.”

“Roe, huh? And why’s she so special?”

“She’s not,” I say too quickly. “She’s just this annoying human who won’t leave me alone. Grumpy as fuck, always making everything difficult.”

Anna chuckles. “Sounds like someone I know.”

“Yeah, well, she’s worse,” I insist, though I hear the lack of conviction in my voice.

“Oh? How so?”

“She smokes like a chimney, and the smell clings to her clothes. And she’s always getting herself into trouble, like she has a death wish.”

“But?” Anna prompts.

“But what?” I snap, though my heart isn’t in it. Anna just waits, patient and knowing. I sigh again, softer this time. “But she’s also...kind. She saved me, even though she didn’t have to. She’s strong, tougher than she looks.”

“Go on.”

“She’s got this ridiculous laugh,” I continue, feeling a smile tug at my lips despite myself. “It’s loud and obnoxious, but...it’s real. And she cares, even though she tries to hide it. She’s lost so much, but she keeps going. I respect that.”

Anna tilts her head. “You like her.”

“I tolerate her.”

“You more than tolerate her,” Anna says, not letting me off the hook. “You’re talking about her like she’s the center of your world. Admit it.”

I scowl, but I know she’s right. “Fine. Maybe I like her. A little.”

She laughs triumphantly. “Knew it. You’re such a softie.”

“Shut up,” I grumble. “She drives me crazy, but...I can’t help but worry about her. She’s reckless, and I...I don’t want to see her get hurt.”

“You care about her,” Anna says softly. “A lot.”

“Yeah, I do.”

“You love her?”

I bristle at the word. “No, not like that. I’m not... I don’t do love, Anna. You know that.”

“Maybe you do. Maybe it’s just different for you. And that’s okay.”

“She deserves better.”

“Maybe,” Anna agrees. “But she chose you.”

“But it’s not safe for her,” I say harshly. “I’m not safe.”

“You’re safer together.” Anna smiles, a secret, knowing smile. “You’re not as bad as you think you are.”

“It’s just...complicated.”

“Just be honest with her,” Anna advises, her tone gentle. “And with yourself. Let things happen naturally. Just let it be what it is.”

I look at her, my heart heavy. “I wish you were here to meet her.”

“I’m here now. And I’m proud of you, Ava. For everything.”

I lean into her, resting my head on her shoulder, and for a moment, everything feels right. “Thanks,” I whisper. “I needed this. I needed you.”

She smiles. “I’ll always be here. In your heart, in your memories. And you’ll always have my love, no matter what.”
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​Chapter Sixteen
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I Hate How She Smiles at Me
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I wake up to the early morning light streaming through the thin curtains of my room. My body aches, reminding me of yesterday’s injuries.

Dragging myself out of bed, I pull on my usual black attire, glancing in the mirror to ensure I don’t look as tired as I feel. My hair’s a mess, but I can’t be bothered to fix it. I head downstairs, following the smell of breakfast.

Darlene’s in the kitchen, already busy. She’s made a full spread—pancakes, eggs, bacon. It’s almost enough to make me forget the pain. She turns, greeting me with a warm smile.

“Mornin’, Ava. How’re you feeling?”

“Sore,” I admit, sliding into a chair at the table. Roe’s there, of course, hunched over a crossword puzzle like some old granny. Her denim shirt is wrinkled, and her hair is messier than ever. “But I’ll live.”

Roe looks up from her puzzle. “Better than the alternative,” she says dryly.

“A crossword puzzle? Really?”

“Keeps the mind sharp, witch.”

“Sharp as a marble,” I mutter under my breath.

I grab a plate and pile it high. The first bite of bacon nearly brings tears to my eyes. It’s perfect.

“You want syrup?”

“Yeah, sure.” I reach for the bottle she hands over, trying not to focus on her fingers brushing mine.

Darlene watches us with that knowing look she always has. “I’ve got some chores for you two today. Gotta make yourselves useful around here.”

“Chores?”

“Yeah, Ava. Chores. Like normal people do.” She waves a piece of paper in the air. “I’ve got a list.”

Roe squints at the elegant script. “Jesus. What’s with the fancy handwriting? Can anyone read this?”

“Apparently not you,” I say, sipping my coffee.

“Fuck off.” Roe hands the list to me. “You read it. I can’t decipher this shit.”

Rolling my eyes, I take the list. Darlene’s handwriting is elegant, the kind that belongs in old love letters and historical documents.

“Let’s see,” I begin. “Feed the chickens, clean out the stables, check the fences, and... take care of the donkey?”

“Donkey? Like in Shrek?”

“Yes, Roe, like in Shrek. Do you want to do an impression too?”

Roe grins, utterly unfazed by my sarcasm. “I’m making waffles!”

“You’re unbelievable.”

Darlene laughs. “You two are like an old married couple.”

“More like an old, bitter, divorced couple.” I stab a pancake.

Roe winks at me. “Love you too, sunshine.”

I give her the finger.

Darlene turns to Roe. “His name’s Morrissey. He’s not exactly a fan of people, but he’s harmless.”

Roe’s eyes light. “Can I meet him?”

“Knock yourself out,” I murmur. “Just try not to get kicked.”

The radio on the windowsill crackles.

“Dispatch to Sheriff Glascott, we’ve got a situation at 1428 Elm Street. Neighbor reports a toddler trying to summon a demon. Repeat, toddler attempting demon summoning.”

I choke on my coffee. Did I just hear that right? Roe, mid-chew, looks just as baffled.

“Did she just say...?” Roe starts, but I cut her off.

“Yeah, she did. A toddler summoning a demon.”

Darlene sighs and stands up. “Duty calls. I have to check this out.”

“So...what do we do?”

“We?” I snort. “Darlene’s got this. We’ve got chickens.”

Darlene chuckles. “Ava’s right. You two stick to the list. I’ll handle the toddler.”

“Shouldn’t we—” Roe starts, but Darlene cuts her off.

“It’s better if I handle this alone.”

“Is that normal around here?”

“No,” I interject. “That’s definitely not normal.”

Darlene shrugs, grabbing her hat. “Weirder things have happened, trust me.”

“Like what?” Roe asks, leaning back in her chair.

“Well,” Darlene begins, ticking off her fingers as she speaks, “there was that time the Pines twins accidentally opened a portal to another dimension. And Susan’s cats turned into hellhounds for a week. Or the vampire squirrel infestation last summer. That was a nightmare.”

“Vampire squirrels?”

“Yep. Little bloodsuckers. Had to call in a specialist from Salem to deal with that mess.”

“And people say my life is weird.”

“Welcome to Woodburn,” I say dryly. “Population: completely insane.”

Darlene heads for the door, grabbing her coat. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got a toddler to save from eternal damnation. You two handle chores.”

“Wait,” I call after her. “How does a toddler even know how to summon a demon?”

She shrugs. “Kids these days. They get their hands on all sorts of things they shouldn’t.” With that, she’s out the door.

Roe and I exchange a glance. “So...chickens?”

“Yep. Let’s get this over with.” I grab my coat and lead the way outside.

We step into the crisp morning air, the sun just starting to burn off the last of the fog. The ranch is sprawling, the barn looming in the distance. 

“Alright, first chore: feeding the chickens,” I say, grabbing a bag of feed.

Roe’s already ahead of me, flinging open the coop door. The chickens cluck and flap around her, and she laughs like a kid at an amusement park. She crouches down and coos at them like they’re babies.

“This one’s Eggnog,” she says, pointing to a plump hen with a ridiculous plume of feathers on her head. “And this one’s Cluck Norris.”

“You know they don’t care what you call them, right?”

“Shush. Let me have my fun.”

I watch as she goes around giving names to every single chicken in the coop. There’s Bawk Obama, Eggward Scissorbeak, and even Princess Lay-a.

“You do realise they’re chickens. Not pets.”

“Who says they can’t be both?” Roe reaches down to pet Henrietta, who seems surprisingly okay with it.

“Alright, Dr. Doolittle, let’s finish this up.”

We scatter the rest of the feed, Roe chatting with the chickens like they're old friends. Finally, the chores lead us to the stables. The horses nicker and stomp as we approach.

“Okay, we need to let them out into the pasture first,” I instruct, unbarring the stable doors.

Roe nods, watching the horses trot out into the open field, tails swishing. “They’re beautiful,” she says softly.

“Yeah, they are,” I agree, grabbing a rake. “Now, let’s clean these stalls.”

It’s dirty work, but Roe doesn’t complain once. Instead, she starts humming some annoying pop song, making the task a little less tedious.

I’m focused on my task, not really paying attention to where I’m stepping. And that’s when it happens. My boot lands squarely in a fresh pile of shit. Warm, squishy shit.

“Goddamnit,” I growl, glaring down at my now thoroughly ruined boot.

Roe looks up, sees my predicament, and bursts out laughing. “Nice one, Ava. Watch your step.”

“Laugh it up,” I snap, trying to shake the filth off my boot. “You’re next.”

“Yeah, sure. Like I’m dumb enough to—” She steps forward, and her foot lands in another pile with a sickening squelch. Her laughter stops abruptly, replaced by a look of pure disgust.

I can’t help it. I laugh. “Welcome to the club.”

“Shit,” she mutters, shaking her foot. “Literally.”

We’re both laughing now, and it feels good. A lightness in my chest I haven’t felt in a long time.

“Hey, Ava!” she calls out after a while. “Look who I found.”

I turn around, and there’s Roe, standing beside the donkey—Morrissey.

“Meet Donkey,” she announces, patting his head.

“His name is Morrissey.”

“Not anymore,” Roe declares. “He looks like a Donkey to me. C’mon, Ava, pet him.”

“No thanks. I’m good right here.”

Roe huffs, and before I can protest, she grabs my arm and drags me over. I stumble, swearing under my breath, but she doesn’t let go until I’m standing right next to the ass.

“Fine,” I grumble. “Hey, Donkey.”

Roe places my hand on Morrissey’s soft muzzle, guiding me to stroke him gently. I’m surprised by how soft he is. Morrissey leans into my hand, his ears twitching. The donkey’s warm breath puffs against my palm. It’s...nice.

“There you go,” Roe says softly. “See? Not so bad.”

“Yeah, I guess not.”

We stand there for a while, just petting the donkey and enjoying the quiet.

“So, what’s next on the list?” Roe asks eventually.

“Fix the fence.”

“Cool. Let’s do it,” she says, but she doesn’t move right away, and neither do I.

“Come on.” I finally step back. “Let’s go fix that fence before Darlene comes back and finds out you renamed her donkey.”

“Donkey won’t tell.”

She grabs my hand as we head towards the fences. Surprisingly, I don’t pull away. Her fingers intertwine with mine, and I enjoy the contact more than I’d care to admit.

“Do you think Darlene’s caught the demon-summoning toddler yet?” Roe asks, her voice light.

“Knowing her, probably. She’s dealt with worse.”

“Look at the horses,” she says, pointing to the field where a few of Darlene’s horses graze peacefully. “Aren’t they beautiful?”

“They’re alright,” I reply, though I can’t help but smile at her.

She laughs, squeezing my hand. “You have to admit, this place is pretty nice.”

I glance around, taking in the sprawling fields and the animals scattered about.

We walk in comfortable silence, Roe pointing out the different animals and naming them as we go. I find myself relaxing, enjoying the simple pleasure of her company. And then I hear a faint bleating sound. Before I can react, something small and fast slams into my leg.

“What the fuck?” I exclaim, looking down to see a tiny goat glaring up at me. It’s adorable, with its little horns and floppy ears, but the expression on its face is almost comically determined.

“Look at him! He’s adorable!”

“Adorable, my ass,” I grumble, staring down at the goat. He looks up at me with wide, innocent eyes, tail wagging slightly.

The goat bleats and backs up, preparing for another charge. I brace myself, but it’s like getting nudged by a stuffed animal.

“Great. Why is it only ramming me?” I try stepping around the creature.

“Maybe he likes you.”

“Or maybe it just wants to piss me off,” I counter, glaring at the goat.

We continue towards the fences, the baby goat following us diligently, occasionally ramming into me again. “Seriously, what’s with this goat?”

Roe grins. “He senses something special about you.”

“Yeah, sure. Special.”

We reach the fence and start examining the areas that need repair. Roe’s still holding my hand, and I don’t want to let go.

“He really has it out for you,” Roe says, grabbing a hammer and some nails.

“No kidding.” I lean down, poking the goat gently. “What’s your deal, huh?”

He bleats again, nuzzling my hand before taking another half-hearted jab at my ankle. I can’t help but laugh. “Alright, alright. You win, little guy.”

“You know, he needs a name too.”

“Absolutely not. That’s your thing, not mine.”

“Oh, come on. He’s your little buddy now. You have to name him.”

I sigh. “Fine. How about...Ramsey?”

“Ramsey the ram. Perfect.”

“Yeah, yeah,” I mutter, though I can’t help but smile. “Let’s just get this fence fixed before Ramsey here decides to bring reinforcements.”

We work together, fixing the fence while Ramsey continues his relentless, albeit harmless, assault on my legs.

Eventually, we finish the fence, and Roe stands back, admiring our work. “Not bad for a couple of amateurs.”

“Yeah, we didn’t do half bad.”

We sit down in the shade of a large oak tree for a well-deserved break. Even Ramsey seems content for once, lying down next to us. I can’t believe I’m relieved that a goat stopped attacking me.

Roe stretches out, leaning back against the tree, her eyes drifting closed. I can’t help but watch her, the way the sunlight catches the freckles on her nose and the way her messy brown hair falls over her face. There’s something almost peaceful about her when she’s not being a sarcastic pain in my ass.

“You did good today,” she says, opening one eye to look at me.

“Yeah, well, it’s not every day I get roped into farm work.”

Roe chuckles, her laughter low and warm. “You’re a natural.”

“Sure, if you say so.”

There’s a comfortable silence between us, the only sounds being the rustling of leaves and Ramsey’s occasional soft bleat. I feel Roe’s eyes on me again, and when I meet her gaze, there’s something there that makes my breath catch. It’s soft, warm, almost...loving. Love. That’s what it looks like.

I swallow hard. Before I can stop myself, I lean in. Roe does the same, her eyes fluttering closed as our faces get closer—my heart pounds in my chest.

At the last moment, I lose my nerve. Instead of kissing her, I nuzzle my nose against hers, the touch gentle and intimate but safe. “I...I’m sorry,” I whisper, pulling back slightly.

Roe opens her eyes, a small smile on her lips. “Hey, it’s okay.” She reaches out, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. “No need to apologize.”

“I just...I’m not used to this,” I admit, feeling vulnerable in a way I usually avoid.

“Neither am I,” Roe says softly. “But we don’t have to rush anything. I’m here, with you, and that’s enough.”

Her words soothe me. “Thanks, Roe.”

She squeezes my hand. “Anytime. Besides, you’re stuck with me now.”

“Lucky me,” I tease.

We sit there for a while, the quiet settling around us like a comforting blanket. Ramsey snuggles up to my side, his small, warm body a strange but welcome presence. For once, I let myself just be. No running, no fighting, no hiding. Just me, Roe, and a goat named Ramsey in the shade of an old oak tree.

“Hey, Ava,” Roe says after a while, her voice soft.

“Yeah?”

“Can we do this again tomorrow?”

I look at her, the hopeful gleam in her eyes, and nod. “Yeah, Roe. I think I’d like that.”
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​Chapter Seventeen
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I Don’t Want to Die Alone
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We’re back in the kitchen, the table laden with a surprisingly delicious spread of sandwiches Roe whipped up. I’m halfway through my second one, marvelling at how good it is. The tangy taste of mustard mixed with the savoury ham and crisp lettuce is a welcome relief after a morning of hard work.

I take another bite and notice Roe watching me smugly. “What’s that look for?”

“Just enjoying the fact that you’re enjoying my sandwich,” she replies. “Admit it, I’ve got skills.”

“Alright, fine. It’s good.”

The front door creaks open, and Darlene walks in. Her hat is askew, and there’s a smudge of something on her cheek that looks suspiciously like baby food. She slumps into a chair with a weary sigh, setting her hat on the table.

“Rough day?” Roe asks, handing her a sandwich.

“You have no idea,” Darlene mutters, accepting the sandwich. “Toddlers are...something else.”

Roe and I exchange curious glances. “How did it go?” I ask.

Darlene takes a huge bite of her sandwich. “Well, the toddler was in the middle of drawing a summoning circle with crayon when I got there. His parents were freaking out, of course.”

“Crayon?” Roe says, trying to stifle a laugh. “Seriously?”

“Yeah,” Darlene sighs. “Apparently, he found an old book in the attic and decided it was storytime. Except instead of dragons and knights, he went straight for the demon summoning.”

I shake my head. “How did you even stop him?”

“Toddlers are surprisingly stubborn,” Darlene says. “I had to convince him that summoning demons was a bad idea and that maybe he should try coloring something else. Like flowers or puppies. At one point, he threw a tantrum and started throwing crayons at me. It’s hard to maintain authority when you’re being pelted with wax sticks.”

I can’t help but laugh. “So, did he finally give up?”

“Eventually,” Darlene says. “I had to promise him a trip to the park if he stopped trying to summon demons.”

Roe snickers. “Sounds like quite the adventure.”

“More like a nightmare. You try reasoning with a three-year-old hopped up on sugar and magic.”

“Better you than me,” I say.

Darlene playfully glares at me. “Next time, I’m sending you.”

“Oh no, I’m not good with kids. Especially not magical ones.”

“But it’s done. The summoning circle is erased, and the book is safely out of reach.”

“Good to know.” I finish my sandwich. “Last thing we need is a toddler accidentally summoning something nasty.”

“Tell me about it,” Darlene agrees. “Thanks for taking care of things here while I was gone.”

Roe waves her hand dismissively. “No problem. We had a few adventures of our own, right, Ava?”

I nod. “Yeah. It wasn’t so bad.”

Darlene looks between us. “Sounds like you two are getting along.”

I feel a blush creeping up my cheeks but shrug it off. “Don’t get used to it.”

Roe nudges me with her elbow. “Come on, you had fun.”

“Maybe a little.”

Darlene leans back in her chair, looking more relaxed now that she’s had a chance to eat and decompress. “Alright, ladies, after lunch, we’re heading to Portland.”

Roe perks up immediately. “Portland? Are we going to see Stone?”

“Yep. We need to inform the them that their problem has been dealt with.”

I roll my eyes. “Of course you’re excited.”

Roe grins. “Hey, what can I say? Stone’s a badass.”

Darlene snorts. “More like 6’9 of pure muscle and icy blue eyes.”

“Fucking Christ,” I mutter under my breath. Totally not jealous. Not one bit.

Darlene catches my expression and smirks. “Jealous, Ava?”

“Why would I be jealous?”

Roe leans closer to me. “Hey, come on. It’s not like that.”

“Oh, really? Because from where I’m sitting, it sure seems like you’ve got a thing for her.”

Roe’s hand finds mine under the table. “Ava, I promise. Stone’s cool and all, but she’s just a friend.”

I want to believe her, but the thought of her fawning over Stone makes my chest tighten. “Yeah, well. She’s more than just ‘cool’ to a lot of people.”

Darlene chuckles, clearly enjoying the drama. “Relax, Ava. Roe’s got a heart, even if it’s prone to wandering.”

Roe squeezes my hand. “Seriously. You’re the one I wanna be around. You’re the one who’s had my hand in theirs all day.”

“Lucky me,” I mutter, though I can’t help the slight smile tugging at my lips.

Darlene stands and grabs her hat. “Alrighty, enough with the love triangle. Let’s get moving. The sooner we tell the Portland pack their problem’s dealt with, the sooner we can relax.”

As we clean up the table and gather our things, I can’t shake the image of Stone from my mind. Yeah, she’s impressive. Intimidating, even. But watching Roe get all excited over her... bugs me.

Once we’re all set, we pile into Darlene’s truck. Roe sits in the middle, squished between Darlene and me. She chatters away, filling the cab with her usual banter.

After a while, Roe glances at me. “You okay?”

“Yeah, just tired.”

She nudges me playfully. “You know, if you keep sulking, you’re going to make me feel bad.”

“Good.”

Roe’s expression softens. “There’s nothing to worry about.”

“Sure,” I whisper and look out the window. I feel her hand move over mine, intertwining our fingers, and I believe her. Goddamn, women are my weakness.
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The truck rumbles over the dirt road, and the evening light barely filters through the thick canopy.

“So, Ava, you ever think about what you’d do if you weren’t, y’know, a specialist?”

“Often,” I say dryly. “But it’s not like I have a choice.”

Roe raises an eyebrow. “Everyone’s got a choice. Even you.”

“Sure, Roe. I’ll just quit my job and go work at Starbucks. Maybe I can make enough tips to buy some silver bullets for when the next werewolf decides to rip out my throat.”

“You’d look cute in an apron.”

“I swear to—“

“Do you smell that?”

I do. Smoke. And something more acrid, more sinister. As we round the last bend, the source comes into view. The trailer park is shrouded in smoke and... white flames.

Lucifer’s flames. Lucy.

Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck.

“Shit,” I mutter under my breath.

Roe’s eyes widen and Darlene leans forward, her voice steady but urgent. “Ava, what is it?”

“Stay in the truck.”

“Ava, you can’t—” Roe starts, but I cut her off with a glare.

“Stay. In. The. Truck,” I repeat, punctuating each word with as much authority as I can muster. “Both of you.”

I fling the door open and step out, the heat from the flames washing over me like a suffocating blanket. Werewolves are scattered like discarded ragdolls, their lifeless bodies mangled and charred. Some still breathe, their eyes wide, pleading for a mercy I can’t grant. 

Children. There are children. My heart hardens. I’m used to death. I’ve seen it, caused it. I can’t react. Not anymore.

Stone. Violet.

“Stone!” Fuck, where is she? She’s the alpha; she has to be okay. She has to be.

Lucy. Goddamn her.

“Ava!”

I glance back to see Roe halfway out of the truck, Darlene gripping her arm to hold her back.

“For fuck’s sake, Roe!” I shout, “I told you to stay put!”

She glares at me, a fire in her eyes that almost rivals the flames around us. “You think I’m just gonna sit here while you play hero?”

I don’t have time for this shit. “Yes, that’s exactly what you’re going to do!” I snap. “If you want to help, don’t be a goddamn liability!”

Roe looks like she’s about to argue, but Darlene’s grip tightens, and she reluctantly sinks back into her seat, muttering curses. Good. They need to stay safe. Lucy isn’t here for them. She’s here for me.

I move deeper into the park, the heat intensifying with every step. The flames are unnaturally bright, burning with a cold, white intensity that sears my skin.

“Stone!” I shout, my voice cracking. “Stone, where the fuck are you?!”

I stumble over a fallen tree, almost tripping on a severed arm. My vision blurs for a moment. Focus, Ava. You can’t lose it now. Not now.

Then I see it. Stone’s trailer, or what’s left of it, collapsed into a smouldering heap. And underneath, partially buried in the rubble, is Stone. Her white hair is stained with blood, her body too still.

“No. No, no, no.” I scramble over, hands shaking as I start to pull debris off her. “Stone, you can’t be—”

She’s cold.

“Fuck!” I scream. A raw sound that tears from my throat. But I don’t cry. I never cry. I force myself to move, to pull her body free from the wreckage. She’s heavy, all muscle and dead weight, but I manage. I cradle her in my arms, her ice-blue eyes staring blankly at the sky.

I glance around, desperate for any sign of Violet, but there’s nothing. No tiny body, no cries. Just silence and smoke.

“Such a waste, isn’t it?”

Lucy stands a few feet away, watching me with an almost sad expression.

“Lucy,” I say, my voice hollow. I hold Stone’s body tighter as if that can somehow protect her now.

“Ava,” she replies, her tone soft. “Why did it have to come to this?”

I don’t answer.

“I didn’t want this, you know.”

“Bullshit,” I snap, but it’s weak. I’m tired. So fucking tired.

She kneels beside me, her fingers brushing against Stone’s hair. For a moment, it feels like old times—before everything went to hell. Before I betrayed her.

“You always were a terrible liar,” she murmurs.

“What the fuck do you want?”

Her eyes harden, and the gentleness vanishes. “You,” Lucy hisses, her voice a venomous whisper. “You were supposed to save me,” she whispers. “I waited. Do you have any idea what that’s like? To wait, and wait, and WAIT. Every fucking day, I thought, ‘Maybe today she’ll come. Maybe today she’ll remember who I am, what I meant to her.’ But no. You never came.” Her voice trembles with barely contained fury. “Do you know what they did to me? Do you know the torture I endured? The pain? The humiliation? I WANTED TO DIE. Every single day, I prayed for death, but it never came. BECAUSE OF YOU. You put me in chains. You let them carve into my back, let them use me like a fucking dog! I was Lucifer. The Lightbringer. The Morning Star. The Devil. And you turned me into this. This—this broken, bleeding thing. Was it worth it? Was my suffering worth whatever deal you struck? Did you get what you wanted? A pat on the head? A fucking promotion?”

“It wasn’t like that—“

“Then what was it like, huh? Enlighten me. Because from where I’m standing, you sold me out for thirty pieces of silver. Judas got nothing on you.”

“You know why I did it.” Stone’s body feels heavier now, an unbearable weight. I lay her down gently before standing.

“Oh, I know,” she sneers. “You did it because you’re a coward. Because you were too afraid to face what we had. You betrayed us.”

I reach out, hand brushing against her cheek. She doesn’t flinch. Doesn’t move.

“Lucy, I—“

“Don’t you fucking ‘Lucy’ me.” She grabs my wrist, grip tight enough to crush bone. “You don’t get to call me that. You lost that right when you turned me in. I am Lucifer. The Devil. Not Lucy. Not your Lucy.”

“You were never like this.”

“NOT BEFORE YOU SOLD ME OUT. I used to think of you as my Mary Magdalene. But now, now you’re nothing but a fucking Delilah. A betrayer. A serpent in my Eden. And I hate you for it.”

“Lucy, we can—“

“NO! THERE IS NO ‘WE’! THERE NEVER WAS! YOU MADE SURE OF THAT!” She grabs me by the collar, lifting me off the ground. “Forty-two years, Ava. Forty-two years of agony.”

I struggle, but she’s stronger. Always stronger. “Lucy, I—”

“SHUT UP!” she screams, shaking with fury. “YOU DON’T GET TO SPEAK! You took everything from me. EVERYTHING! My freedom, my dignity, my hope. All because of your fucking ‘reasons.’”

She throws me to the ground, her chest heaving. “I should kill you,” Lucy snarls, watching me scramble to my feet. “I should rip out your heart and watch you bleed. But that’s too easy, too quick. You deserve to suffer. To feel every ounce of pain you inflicted on me.”

“Do it then. Kill me.”

She freezes, rage momentarily stalled. This isn’t how she expects it to go. I’m supposed to beg, to plead. 

“I’m waiting,” I say, stepping closer. “Or are you still that same scared little girl I found all those years ago?”

“You think you know me?”

Lucy grabs me by the throat, fingers digging into my flesh. “I’ll make you pay,” she whispers, her voice deadly calm. Smoke rises from her back like wings, the smell of burnt flesh in the air.

“Do it.”

Lucy stares at me. I know she wants to. I feel it in her grip, the tightening of my airway. But there’s the reddening around her eyes, tears burning the edges. There’s still that pathetic part of her that loves me.

She lets go, and I collapse to the ground. My lungs burn as I gasp for air. “Why all this? Why kill them?”

“You made me.”

“I didn’t make you do anything.”

“They were innocent, Ava. Just like I was. You turned me into this...this abomination. You made me kill them. You made me kill everyone.”

“Spare me the guilt trip,” I say, but my voice cracks.

She kneels before me, coat pooling at her feet like ink. “Orders. The SCU wanted them gone—all of them. You know how it works.”

“And you just follow orders now?” I scoff. “Since when?”

“Since they promised me something in return,” she says, her eyes meeting mine again. “You.”

I feel a cold shiver run down my spine. “Me?”

She nods. “You. They want you, Ava. Badly. But I only came here to warn you.”

Fuck... “And why are you telling me this after just threatening to kill me?”

“No one deserves this. Not even you.”

Thoughtlessly, I reach out. My hand pulls at her coat. The fabric is harsh, nothing like the silk she once wore. Lucy struggles, but my arms wrap around her before she can pull away.

“No,” Lucy snarls, struggling against me. But her resolve crumbles like ash, and she’s melting into my embrace before I know it. She buries her face in my shoulder, her body trembling.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper against her ear.

“You don’t get to be sorry.”

I tighten my hold. “They would’ve killed you.” Another excuse.

“Better dead than this.” But then Lucy’s muscles tense. Squeezing her eyes shut, she mutters, “Shut the fuck up, Natasha.”

I notice her earpiece then, the black standing out against the fairness of her skin, the whiteness of her hair. She has to go.

She finally hugs me back, pressing me close, and I feel the rhythm of her heart. It’s a cruel comfort. I don’t want to let go, not again. Her warmth seeps into my cold, dead soul, thawing it just enough to remind me that I still feel. That I still love her. Fuck, I still love her.

“You have to go,” I say softly. “They’ll come for you.”

“Fuck them,” she replies, but the fight in her voice is gone.

“Please, Lucy. Don’t make it harder than it already is.”

Lucy’s jaw clenches, and tears sting her eyes. She doesn’t cry. Not now.

Then she pulls away, ripping me from her warmth like tearing off a limb. I force myself to step back, to put distance between us.

“Do you know where Violet is?” I ask.

Lucy tilts her head. “Violet? What’s that?”

“A baby,” I snap. “Stone’s daughter.”

“Oh, the baby,” she whispers. “Yes, I didn’t kill her.”

“Where is she?”

Without another word, she turns and walks off, disappearing into the wreckage. I wait. The crackling of the flames seems to grow louder, each snap and pop. When Lucy reappears, she’s holding Violet, the baby cooing softly in her arms.

I rush forward and take Violet from her, cradling the baby protectively against my chest. At least she’s safe.

“Thank you,” I mutter, the words bitter.

“You’re welcome.”

“Now help me with Stone.”

Lucy’s eyes shift to Stone’s lifeless body. “I can’t do anything for her.”

“Lies,” I spit. “You’re fucking Lucifer. You can do anything.”

She hesitates. “Even if I bring her back, she might not be the same.”

“I don’t care. Do it.”

Lucy takes a deep breath. “Fine. But you have to understand the risks.”

“I understand. Just do it.”

Lucy stares at me for a long moment, then nods. She walks over to Stone’s body, kneeling beside her. She places her hands on Stone’s chest, hands glowing with a white light. The air around us grows colder, the flames flickering. Lucy begins to chant in a language I don’t recognise.

Stone’s body jerks suddenly, her back arching off the ground like she’s been struck by lightning. Violet starts to cry, and I clutch the baby tighter.

Lucy’s chanting grows louder. The light around her hands intensifies. And then, with a final word, the light explodes, blinding me momentarily.

When my vision clears, Stone is lying still again. For a heartbeat, nothing happens. And then she gasps, her chest heaving as she takes in a ragged breath. Her eyes fly open, wide and wild, and she sits up, looking around in confusion.

“Stone,” I whisper.

She looks at me. “Ava...?”

I rush to her side, holding Violet with one arm and reaching out to touch Stone with the other. “You’re okay. You’re back.”

Lucy steps back, her face pale and drawn. “She’ll need time to adjust. Be careful.”

“Thank you,” I say.

“Ava...” Her voice is soft, almost a whisper. “I still love you, you know. I’ll always love you. And I’ll always fucking hate you for what you did.”

“I know. And I’ll always love you too.”

She turns away, not trusting herself to look at me any longer. If she does, she might break completely.

“Goodbye, Ava.”

“Goodbye, Lucy.” 
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